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ABSTRACT 
 
The first part of the study is a literature review which indicate that small, medium and 
micro enterprises (SMMEs) represent an important vehicle to address the challenges of 
job creation, economic growth and equity. Modern economy is driven by innovations 
and knowledge. Transforming information resources into knowledge and maximise the 
value of knowledge is the new challenge in achieving a sustainable competitive 
advantage. 
 
Information resources are needed by small businesses as much as their larger counter 
parts but small businesses are usually in a disadvantaged position in terms of finance 
and expertise. Information and communication technologies (ICTs) offer small 
businesses new opportunities in the information economy. Exciting ICT applications 
such as Web portals provide platforms for business communities to share information 
and communicate more efficiently than ever. Such information resources enable small 
businesses to react faster and adapt better to the changing global market. 
 
The stimulation of SMMEs must be seen as part of an integrated strategy to develop the 
society to a higher level. The research findings of this study provide all stakeholders in 
small business development in South Africa including government, industries and 
academics a better understanding and practical guideline for delivering information 
resources to small business owners and managers and the design of information portals 
that can address the information needs of small businesses in South Africa. 
 
The empirical components that follow the literature review comprised a questionnaire 
survey. The survey focused on non-franchised small businesses in the retail industry in 
the greater Johannesburg metropolitan. A total of 150 questionnaires completed by 
small business owners and managers were used for statistic analysis in this research. 
The questionnaire consisted of four sections: business biographic information, business 
information and agencies, information and communication technologies usage, and 
community and portal activities. 
 
The survey results revealed valuable insights and trends in the use of ICTs and 
attitudes towards information sharing amongst small business owners and managers. 
Textile, clothing, footwear and leather goods were the most popular trade for the small 
businesses use in the survey. Nearly all respondents prefer English for business 
communication and the businesses are typically owner manager with a small number of 
employees. 
 
Infrastructure for ICTs is in place for small businesses, but the usage level is still basic. 
Short message service (SMS) and e-mail are the most commonly used ICT tools. 
Traditional media such as television, radio, newspapers and magazines remain the 
most important source of information for these small business owners and managers. 
Younger businesses adapt better to ICTs than the older businesses. 
 
Despite a mixed attitude towards sharing business information, small business owners 
and managers showed a high level of interest in networking with other businesses, in 
particular with potential customers and suppliers. Most respondents do not belong to 
any professional or industrial organisation primarily because they were not aware of  
these organisations. 
 
 
 
iii 
Based on the literature review and the empirical research, the final conclusion that was 
made from this research is that Web community information portals can, to a great 
extent, promote the use of information resources for small businesses in South Africa. 
The results from this research give a better understanding and are useful guidelines to 
stakeholders in small business development in South Africa.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
 
1.1. Background to research project 
The demise of apartheid in the early 1990s left South Africa with an indelible social and 
economic legacy. South Africa is characterised by high levels of unemployment and 
under-employment (Kubheka, 2006). This has been exacerbated by large enterprises in 
the formal economy, especially mining, which have restructured and downsized over the 
last two decades, making unemployment one of the most important challenges for South 
Africa. 
 
Since large enterprises cannot effectively absorb the work force in South Africa, small, 
medium and micro enterprises (SMMEs) represent an important vehicle to address the 
challenges of job creation, economic growth and equity. Throughout the world one finds 
that SMMEs are playing critical roles in absorbing labour, penetrating new markets and 
promoting entrepreneurial and innovative activities. The role of entrepreneurship and 
innovation as a prime cause of economic development was emphasised as early as 
1912 by a famous economist, Joseph A. Schumpeter (Waters, 1991:393). 
 
On the other hand, information contributes more value than materials and services 
contribute more value than products for the United States’ economy, and the same trend 
is observed worldwide (Karmarkar, 2006). Ninety percent of the knowledge in the world 
has been produced in the half century since the end of World War II and in 20 years’ 
time, what we know today will be only 1% of the total knowledge bank of our children 
(Wu & Hsu, 1999). Knowledge is increasingly acknowledged as a corporate asset. 
Knowledge drives the modern global economy. Transforming information resources into 
knowledge, then maximising the value of knowledge, is the new challenge in achieving a 
sustainable competitive advantage (Bogdanowicz & Bailey, 2002). 
 
Information resources such as market trends, technology developments, new techniques 
and personnel are needed by small businesses as much as their larger counterparts. 
Obtaining this information requires contacts with customers, suppliers and other 
businesses in the industry. Small businesses are usually in a disadvantaged position for 
information acquisition in terms of finance and expertise. 
 
Information and communication technologies (ICTs) have paved the way and afford 
small businesses new opportunities in the information economy. ICTs enable mass 
amounts of information to be retrieved and disseminated instantly. As ICTs are 
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becoming more freely available and affordable, exciting ICT applications such as Web 
portals provide platforms for business communities to share information and 
communication more efficiently than ever. Web portals aggregate information from 
multiple sources and make information available on a personalised and customised level 
(Tatnall, 2005). They provide comprehensive, ubiquitous and useful access to 
information, applications and people. 
 
Small business owners and managers can receive and contribute information to one 
another via the Web. With the help of Web portals, small businesses can now reach 
huge amounts of information in a systematic manner that could not have been achieved 
before. In addition, Web portals help small businesses to maintain a global presence in 
global business communities via instant communication, interaction and exchange of 
information and ideas (O’Murchu, Breslin & Decker, 2004). 
 
1.2. Rationale and benefits to be derived from the study 
Small businesses provide a possible solution to South Africa’s high level of 
unemployment and sustainable socio-economic development (Kubheka, 2006). Web 
portals offer small businesses platforms to reach information resources effectively and 
hence create a stimulating business community for South African entrepreneurs. For this 
reason, it is a worthwhile exercise to establish the extent to which Web portals and other 
ICTs could be utilised in this pursuit.   
 
The theoretical departure for this study is based on the work of Uzokwelu (2001). 
According to Uzokwelu, the concept of online communities is basically used to refer to an 
online environment where all kinds of people come together to do any, some or all of the 
following activities:   
• Exchange information and ideas 
• Share common interests 
• Entertain each other 
• Seek different kinds of help 
• Offer support to one another  
• Trade goods and services 
• Foster relationships. 
 
On the other hand, small businesses’ competitiveness lies in being dynamic and flexible. 
These features are vital in the age of “lean consumption”, that is, knowing what 
customers want and providing what is wanted where it is wanted and exactly when it is 
wanted (Womack & Jones, 2005:61). Small businesses have the same needs as their 
larger counterparts to be informed about market trends, technology developments and 
new techniques to remain competitive. Such information resources enable small 
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businesses to react faster (dynamic) and adapt better (flexible) to changing global 
markets. 
 
The stimulation of SMMEs must be seen as part of an integrated strategy to take the 
economy onto a higher road – one in which the economy is diversified, productivity is 
enhanced, investment is stimulated and entrepreneurship flourishes – “White Paper on 
National Strategy for the Development and Promotion of Small Business in South Africa” 
(Department of Trade and Industry, 1995:4). 
 
Small businesses owners and managers need business networking and information 
resources for better decision making. These can be achieved with online community 
information portals. The research findings of this study should offer all stakeholders in 
small business development in South Africa, including governments, industries and 
academics, better understanding and guidelines for delivering the best possible 
information resources to small business owners and managers and designing 
information portals. 
 
1.3. Research problem, research question and sub-problems 
 
The research problem for this study is found in the literature that shows there is so much 
online information resources available, yet it seems that many small businesses do not 
know how and where they can meet to find and share information for better decision 
making. The following research question was formulated for this study: 
 
“To what extent can online community information portals promote the use of information 
resources for small business in South Africa?” 
 
In a bid to address this problem with any measure of success, the following 
sub-problems were investigated: 
• What is the relation between ICTs and socio-economic division? 
• What are the components of online communities and Web portals? 
• What is the importance of small businesses to South Africa? 
• What are the information resources required by South African small businesses? 
 
1.4. Limitation of research 
There are certain limitations on this research project: 
• Only businesses that are defined as small in accordance with section 4.2.2 were used.  
• Only major shopping centres in the greater Johannesburg metropolitan area were 
visited for the purpose of the survey. 
• Only non-franchised individual retail stores were visited and franchised or chain stores 
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were excluded. 
• Only owners or managers of small businesses were visited.  
 
1.5. Research approach and methodology 
The research approach that was followed for this study can be classified under Pasteur’s 
quadrant of Stokes’ Research Classification Quadrants (1997), namely “user-inspired 
basic research”. This type of research is devoted to solving problems in order to improve 
people’s lives and is, therefore, deemed the ultimate research type, considered to be 
inspired by both the quest for fundamental understanding and consideration of use. The 
choice of methodology for this project is qualitative research, as the specific group for 
study will be identified. 
 
An extensive literature study was undertaken to establish the theoretical foundation for 
addressing the research problem. An empirical survey was conducted among owners 
and managers of small businesses in the retail industry to determine their information 
resources and requirements for service. For the sampling purpose, the focus was on 
small business retailers in major shopping centres in the great Johannesburg 
metropolitan area. 
 
1.5.1. Literature review 
In chapters two, three and four, a theoretical framework was established as a foundation 
from which to conduct the empirical research. These chapters deal with different 
components of the research question. The literature review is essential in solving the 
identified sub-problems. The following is a short summary of the literature review: 
 
Chapter two 
Historical changes in human history occur around revolutionary inventions, 
communication being one of the most important. The Internet is probably the most 
significant ICT invention, which provides the infrastructure allowing people to be 
inter-linked and form an endless network. The Internet and especially the Web as media 
have brought about fundamental changes in human communications that could not 
previously be achieved by any media since that it is interactive, instant, extensive and 
integrated. Chapter two explores the relationship between ICTs, mass media, 
information economy and the digital divide, with emphasis on South Africa’s current 
status in the information society. South Africa needs to stimulate its economic energy 
with a community-oriented approach and to take advantage of modern ICTs have to 
offer. 
 
Chapter three 
Modern community lives are shaped by ICTs. Advancing networking speed and 
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audiovisual technologies are converging the cyber world and real world ever closer 
together. Chapter three discusses how the virtual and physical spaces are intertwined 
and how people’s community lives are expanding through time zones and geographical 
boundaries. Sources of information are also becoming abundant and even overloading. 
Web portals present information from diverse sources in a unified manner. They offer 
integrated points of comprehensive, ubiquitous and personalised access to information, 
applications and people. Web portals for business communities provide unique 
advantages to their members such as lower information-gathering costs, better business 
interaction and faster building of reputation (Tatnall, 2005). 
 
Chapter four 
A modern enterprise is viewed as a mechanism for information processing. Business 
decisions are made based on information available to business managers. Therefore 
most tasks carried out in the business are information collection, selection, interpretation 
and dissemination. Business information is either internal (understanding the company’s 
information technologies, human resources, marketing, finance and manufacturing) or 
external (understanding the environment in which the company operates including 
economic, political/legal, ecological/environmental, social/society, technologies and 
globalisation). Small businesses are more susceptible to changes their external business 
environment compared to their larger counterparts, but often have more limited 
resources for obtaining external information. Chapter four reviews the importance, 
advantages, challenges and various small business development agencies in South 
Africa. Small business ownership and entrepreneurship are declining in South Africa 
despite the ideal national small business strategy (NSBS) of the government. One of the 
most important reasons is poor communication and information dissemination between 
the various stakeholders. Web portals for small businesses could be a promising answer 
to address this issue. 
 
1.5.2. Empirical research 
Chapter five is dedicated to empirical research along with the research methodology, 
statistical analysis and findings. Chapter six includes findings and recommendations 
made for promoting the use of information resources for small businesses in South 
Africa.  
 
Chapter five 
A questionnaire was compiled based on literature studies to determine small businesses’ 
adoption of ICTs, information requirements and attitudes to sharing of business 
information. The questionnaire consisted of four sections, namely Section A: Business 
biographical information, Section B: Business information and agencies, Section C: 
Information and communication technologies usage, and Section D: Community and 
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portal activities. Mainly close-ended questions were included in the questionnaire, with 
scaled options from which respondents could select the most appropriate alternatives. 
 
The sampling method used in this research project is convenience sampling. Major 
shopping centres in five sections of the greater Johannesburg metropolitan area were 
visited for this survey, namely Johannesburg Central Business District (CBD), East 
Rand, West Rand, northern suburbs and southern suburbs. Only non-franchised 
individual retail stores in shopping centres or shopping complexes were visited and their 
owners or managers were asked to fill in questionnaires. Thirty questionnaires were 
completed for each area and a total of 150 questionnaires were used for the statistic 
analysis in this research. 
 
Chapter six 
Chapter six culminated in the final conclusion and recommendations on the research 
outcomes. Some suggestions are made to assist stakeholders in small business 
development in South Africa to incorporate the research findings effectively into their 
promotions to small businesses in South Africa. 
 
The research findings could provide valuable and practical guidelines to various small 
business development agencies in formulating a proactive and community-based 
information communication approach to implement the NSBS. Finally, possible areas for 
future research were indicated to ensure the continued relevance and applicability of the 
research outcomes to the promotion of information resources usage by small businesses 
in South Africa. 
 
1.6. Research findings 
Chapter five 
The findings made in chapter five, together with the facts uncovered in the literature 
review, provide guidelines for enabling small business development agencies to develop 
and implement Web community information portals that will address the information 
needs of small businesses in South Africa. The findings of this chapter are summarised 
below: 
 
Profile of respondents 
• 39% of the respondents were in the trade of textile, clothing, footwear and leather 
goods. 
• 42% of the respondents were from businesses aged over 10 years, 19% were 
between five to ten years, and 21% were between one and three years. 
• 50% of the respondents indicated English as their first language and 98% prefer 
English as the language for business communication. 
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• 21% of the respondents indicated their average annual turnover was over 3 million 
rand, 15% had a turnover of between 0.5 million and 1 million rand, 13% between 2 
million and 3 million rand, and 13% between 400,000 and 500,000 rand. 
• 63% of the respondents had five or fewer full-time employees. 
• 55% of the respondents did not have any part-time employees; 36% had five or fewer. 
• 42% of the respondents were registered as a closed corporation (C.C.), 25% were 
private companies (Pty), 25% were sole traders, and 8% were partnerships. 
 
Business information and agency needs of the respondents 
• 59% of the respondents considered finance and market information to be important or 
very important to their businesses. 
• 9% of the respondents regarded information technologies as not important at all to 
their businesses. 
• 55% of the respondents considered economic information to be very important to their 
businesses, and 44% considered industrial information to be very important to their 
businesses. 
• 24% of the respondents regarded globalisation as not important at all to their 
businesses, while 20% regarded the environment as not important at all to their 
businesses. 
• 50% of the respondents were aware of business partners and mentor programmes in 
commercial banks, but only 19% actually made use of them. 
• 10% of the respondents were aware of Khula Credit Guarantee Scheme, but only 3% 
actually made use of it. 
• 55% of the respondents were interested in information on access to finance. 
• 46% of the respondents were interested in information on a business development 
service. 
• 45% of the respondents were interested in information on skills development 
measures. 
• Traditional media (newspapers, television and radio) are still the primary source of 
information to the small business owners and managers surveyed. Only 27% of the 
respondents considered online newspapers and magazines as very important and 
only 19% considered professional or industrial organisations as a very important 
source of information. 
 
Usage of ICTs of the respondents 
• 99% of the respondents had access to landline telephones, compared to the national 
average of 24% of the population in South Africa (Statistics SA, 2003). 
• 96% of the respondents had access to fax machines. 
• 91% of the respondents had access to mobile telephones. 
• 81% of the respondents had access to an e-mail facility. 
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• 29% of the respondents accessed the Web daily from work, and 19% from home. 
• In terms of personal Web usage, 20% of the respondents accessed the Web for social 
interaction, 15% for entertainment and 7% for sport. 
• In terms of business usage, 31% of the respondents accessed the Web for e-mail, 
18% for conducting e-commerce, and 16% for conducting information search. 
• The most used ICT tools are e-mail (34%) and Short Message Service (SMS) (26%). 
• Most respondents do not know about wikis (72%), Real Simple Syndicate (RSS) 
(70%), blogging (58%), podcasting (57%), and Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) 
(55%). 
 
Business community interactions and portal activities of the respondents 
• 95% of the respondents expressed interests in networking with potential customers 
and 91% with potential suppliers. 
• 67% of the respondents expressed interests in networking with other small businesses 
for collective business activities. 
• 57% of the respondents expressed interests in networking with other small businesses 
selling the same or similar products. 
• 49% of the respondents expressed interests in networking with other small businesses 
selling different products. 
• 85% of the respondents do not belong to any professional or industrial organisations. 
• 39% of the respondents believed that professional or industrial organisations do not 
offer any value to their businesses. 
• 40% of the respondents indicated that they do not know any professional or industrial 
organisations. 
• 33% of the respondents did not wish to share their business information. 
• 16% of the respondents indicated that professional or industrial organisations are not 
efficient and 14% had bad experiences with such organisations. 
• 8% of the respondents did not have the intention of meeting other business owners 
and managers. 
 
Cross-tabulating the results of various questions in the questionnaire revealed valuable 
trends in the use of ICTs and attitudes towards information sharing: 
• Younger businesses have adopted to ICTs better than older businesses. 
• Businesses with higher turnovers show adoption of ICTs that is poorer than that of 
businesses with lower turnover. 
• There is no significant relationship between the age of the business and the attitudes 
to sharing business information. Most respondents are not willing to share their 
business information, especially in finance and sales figures. 
• New businesses (less than a year old) are the most unwilling to share any business 
information. 
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1.7. Conclusion and recommendations 
The final conclusion that can be drawn from this research project is that Web community 
information portals can, to a great extent, promote the use of information resources for 
small businesses in South Africa. 
 
It is evident that small businesses owners and managers form part of the privileged 
section of the South African population in terms of access to information resources. They 
are well connected and capable of Internet access in terms of infrastructure and 
language proficiency. Traditional media remain the most important sources of 
information to small business owners and managers, but information resources from the 
Web are well received by the younger generation. The adoption of ICTs is the primary 
requirement, but they are in a favourable position for more advanced ICTs applications. 
 
Although South African small business owners and managers’ attitudes to information 
sharing are mixed, they still express extremely high interest in networking with other 
small businesses. Most small businesses do not belong to any professional or industrial 
organisations because such organisations are not well marketed and are perceived to be 
inefficient. The NSBS is well conceived but agencies established under the NSBS are 
still relatively unknown to and under-utilised by small business owners and managers. 
Agencies in the private sector are received better than agencies in the public sector. 
 
The research findings indicate that business assistance and information resources are 
readily available to small businesses in South Africa but largely under-utilised. The 
issues of insufficient marketing and ineffective utilisation are centred on poor 
communication and information dissemination. Web community information portals for 
small businesses provide gateways to vast information resources and platforms for 
effective communication. 
 
The use of information resources for small businesses and stimulating small business 
communities in South Africa can be promoted to a much larger extent with appropriate 
Web portals. 
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CHAPTER 2 
INSIGHTS INTO THE INFORMATION SOCIETY 
 
2.1. Introduction 
The information society is a one that relies on knowledge and information rather than 
labour and capital. The concept of the information society was popularised by an 
economist, Fritz Machlup, in his study “The production and distribution of knowledge in 
the United States" in 1962. There were also closely related concepts such as 
“post-industrial society”, “knowledge society” and “networked society” at the time. The 
trend of shifting towards the information society has become common since the 
introduction of personal computers (Xiong, 2005:1). 
 
The information society emphasises the need to foster “knowledge-driven economies” or 
the information economy. The two main factors fostering growth in the information 
economy are the technological landscape and the increasing intensity of technological 
mediation (Mansell, Adesida & Murray, 2003). In other words, ICTs and 
technology-powered mass media are the main driving forces for the growth of the 
information society. 
 
On the other hand, although ICTs are becoming more and more affordable to everyone, 
the digital divide still persists in some places and for certain categories of citizens. It is 
evident that such a divide hampers growth potential. It is not just about possessing ICTs, 
but rather about the ability to gather and enrich information using ICTs. 
 
The researcher believes that a people-oriented approach to ICTs is needed for the 
development of the information society. In this chapter, the social aspects of ICTs – 
Internet media, the information economy and the digital divide – will be discussed with 
the emphasis on South Africa’s current situation. 
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2.2.  Fast growing Internet and information society 
ICTs cover a wide range of instruments and applications and the Internet probably has 
the most significant impact on society. The Internet is an important infrastructure, which 
allows different instruments and applications to be connected to one another and form a 
massive network. Figure 2.1 shows a visualisation of the Internet. Each red dot 
represents a device which is connected to the Internet. This rapidly growing network has 
changed the way people interact and communicate with each other. 
 
 
Figure 2.1: Visualisation of the Internet (Wikipedia, 2008b) 
 
2.2.1. The Internet and ICTs 
It is important not to confuse the terms “ICTs”, “the Internet”, and “the Web”. “ICTs” refer 
to all technologies that contribute to information and communication, including hardware, 
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software and protocols. The Internet is one of the “ICTs” and it refers to infrastructure 
and protocols for devices to be inter-linked. Several applications are communicated via 
the Internet. At present, the most common one is the World Wide Web (“WWW” or “the 
Web”). “The Web” also refers to information contents available on the Internet (Wikipedia, 
2008). 
 
Technologies that constitute ICTs include the following (World Economic Forum, 2006): 
1. Communications and networking technologies 
These include cable/wireless networks, power line communications, FM data radio 
channel, infrared and Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP). 
 
2. Users’ devices 
Examples are mobile phones, handheld computers, sensors, smart cards, storage 
media, global positioning system receivers and touch screens. 
 
3. Alternative energy sources 
These include portable solar chargers, wind-up and solar rechargeable batteries, 
fuel cells and wind generators. 
 
4. Language technologies 
Text to speech recognition, handwriting recognition, translation, e-mail, instant 
messaging, blogs and VoIP are among these technologies. 
 
5. Business application 
This includes content management, information technologies and e-mail. 
 
The Internet stemmed from the APRAnet project in the 1960s, which was conducted by 
the US Minister of National Defence. The network concept was the building block for 
many infrastructures that differ greatly from traditional telecommunication tools. The 
Internet infrastructure facilitates information dissemination across geographical 
boundaries and makes the information dissemination path difficult to trace. 
 
The Internet is one of the most symbolic ICTs. It has been experiencing rapid growth 
both in the number of users and the volume of information. After the usage of the word 
“Internet” had become commonplace by 1995, the number of Internet users grew by 500 
million in five years and reached 513 million in August 2001 (Wikipedia, 2008). There are 
an estimated 6 billion users worldwide to date and the number has grown 300% since 
2000 (Internet World Stats, 2008). 
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2.2.2. ICTs and society 
ICTs have significant influences on people in various aspects of society. To start with, 
economic activity is the basis of society; every single person is affected. The economy is 
shifting from being capital-driven to being information-driven. One of the main causes of 
the new competitive landscape for business is the changes in ICTs (De Bruyn, 2003:4). 
Most small businesses are compelled to deal with the impact of global competition and 
cultural differences much earlier in their lifecycle than they anticipated. ICTs do not only 
change the rules in the information and telecommunication industries, they also 
influence future developments and business competitiveness in all business sizes 
across all industries. The information economy will be discussed in 2.4 in this chapter. 
 
Advancing ICTs are also causing revolutionary changes in the way in which people 
communicate and the knowledge learning experience. For example, previously 
information was primarily contributed by scholars, experts and authorities. In the 
information age, the Internet serves as a channel to knowledge. The Web is emerging as 
the single largest and most accessible collection of knowledge. Contributions and 
access to information, knowledge and expertise have shifted to ICTs users. The impact is 
felt by conventional scholars, experts and authorities, as children and students usually 
adapt to new technologies faster than their parents and teachers, thus increasing the use 
of Web-based applications and Internet media. Internet media will be discussed further 
in 2.3 of this chapter. 
 
In the information society, the ability to utilise ICTs and access information has a close 
relationship to wealth and living standards. The wealth distribution of society often 
dictates the ability to acquire information and knowledge and to generate additional 
values from them. A gap exists in the information society in the Internet age, which has 
been identified as the digital divide between the information rich and the information poor. 
This phenomenon will be discussed in section 2.5 of this chapter. 
 
There is still a large gap between South Africa and developed countries in terms of 
information literacy and ICT penetration rate, although South Africa enjoys rapid growth 
in its information and telecommunication industry. The digital divide is obvious, 
considering the fact that although South Africa’s Internet population has grown 50% over 
the last five years, only 7.4% of the total population has access to the Internet (Internet 
World Stats, 2006). In contrast, the Internet penetration rate in the United States is 68%. 
The status of South Africa in the information society will be discussed in section 2.6 of 
this chapter. 
 
The Internet penetration rate indicates the percentage of the population that has access 
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to the Internet, but it will be a serious mistake to assume that a high Internet penetration 
rate means the digital divide is minor. Economic activity and infrastructure are scaled to 
indicate a nation’s development level. Technologies are the vehicle one can use to 
achieve a better quality of life and there are many social aspects that need to be 
considered when discussing how ICTs can improve people’s quality of life. A socially 
orientated approach to ICTs is important, especially for a developing country such as 
South Africa. 
 
2.3.  Internet media for information dissemination 
Three modes of information dissemination can be distinguished, namely mass, 
interpersonal and network media (Haralambos & Holborn, 2000: 935). Mass media are 
communication from a single point to many other points. Interpersonal media are 
communication from a single point to another single point, whereas network media allow 
permutations of communication between single, small and large numbers of points in 
any direction. 
 
The Internet falls into the category of network media. Developments in information 
communication have always been the main force for change in human society. For 
example, major social changes began to take place both when printing and electronic 
media (television and radio) were invented. Since the Internet gained popularity in the 
1990s, major social changes have been observed. 
 
The Internet facilitates interactive communication and allows users to have control over 
the forms and the contents they receive. It could be seen as the most significant 
advancement in information dissemination in human history so far. Audiences are no 
longer merely receivers of information but now have the opportunity to make 
contributions. Linux (a computer operating system) and Wikipedia (an online 
encyclopaedia) are examples of “user-contributed information products”. 
 
Four types of media can be identified in the Internet media landscape (Cooper, 2000): 
1. Information producers 
They produce first-hand information such as news and reports. For example: the 
British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), Cable News Network (CNN), and the Star. 
 
2. Information collectors 
They do not produce information but collect and edit information from producers, then 
present information to audiences in its unique way and a method to suit the 
audience’s individual needs. Examples are Google, Yahoo!, and South Africa’s 
Independent Online (IOL). 
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3. Information brokers 
They provide spaces for information exchange to users, for example, chat rooms, 
discussion forums and virtual communities. 
 
4. Communication service providers 
They provide their users with facilities for e-mail, messages or making calls, for 
example: ICQ, MSN messenger and Skype. 
 
Internet media include all the elements of newspaper, radio and television content. 
Internet media users are information receivers and may be information providers and 
disseminators simultaneously. In other words, information can be retrieved and provided 
by anyone, anywhere, at any time anytime. Owing to such flexibility, conventional media 
regulations are unable to meet the needs of the rapidly developing Internet media. 
Lawmakers around the world still have to catch up to regulate the contents available via 
the Internet media. 
 
2.3.1. Characteristics of Internet media 
Internet media are multi dimensional. E-mail, chat rooms, discussion forums, instant 
messages, online games and virtual communities can all exist simultaneously on the 
Internet. The source of Web-based information can be individuals, social groups or 
conventional media. The audience can be individuals, specific groups, or the general 
public. The information dissemination channel can exist between machines, between 
users and machines, and between users. All these applications are enabled by ICTs. 
 
Four distinctive characteristics can be identified in information dissemination via the 
Internet (Xiong, 2005:157): 
1. Interactive 
The free and creative exchange of information could not be achieved in 
conventional media such as television, radio and newspapers. Responses received 
from these media are often small and insignificant. There may be millions of readers 
of a specific newspaper but only a handful of those readers’ feedbacks are 
published. In contrast, the Web enables a large number of users to post opinions on 
discussion forums. The level of freedom and transparency of information has never 
been higher. 
  
The Web enables global interaction by providing a means through with which people 
can communicate and interact with one another, regardless of the physical distance 
between them. The Internet is raising the awareness of the world as undivided 
(Uimonen, 2003). It plays an important role in the rapid globalisation phenomenon. 
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There are also some drawbacks present in this interactivity. Firstly, the response 
times in the sea of information, the quality of information and credibility of the author 
is difficult to determine and often leaves information searchers frustrated. Secondly, 
information receivers are prone to receiving fraudulent information as the 
authenticity of Web documents are not always easy to establish. Information can be 
manipulated to lead people to receive incorrect or false information and result in the 
manifestation of false assumptions and beliefs. Thirdly, Internet users are not 
necessarily trained to detect false information and may use or disseminate incorrect 
information. 
  
2. Instant 
The most obvious contrast between Internet media and conventional media is 
speed. It is virtually real time when disseminating information via the Internet. Text, 
pictures, sound and videos can be sent nearly instantaneously. This advantage 
cannot be achieved via the printed media such as newspapers and magazines. 
Even live television and radio programmes do not have the speed of the Web 
because television programmes require a longer production time and therefore do 
not hold the same advantages. 
     
3. Extensible 
The Internet has an extensibility that conventional media simply cannot attain. 
Contents can be edited, added and deleted at any time. It is not restricted in size 
and volume like conventional newspapers. Hyperlinks can be included in an article 
to provide instant links to external sources for extended reading. 
  
4. Integrated 
The Internet has the ability to integrate most conventional media, such as 
newspapers, magazines, radio, television and cinema. For this reason, more and 
more conventional media are being integrated into Internet media to create an 
information product or service. For example, the BBC (www.bbc.com) and CNN 
(www.cnn.com) have both integrated radio and television programmes into their 
website content. 
 
From the end-users’ perspective, audiences are able to retrieve contents from their 
websites in text, audio and visual formats. The information is not only accessible on 
computers, it is also accessible with mobile phones, Personal Digital Assistants 
(PDA) or other hand-held devices. Such integration has expanded the dimensions 
of information access. 
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2.3.2. Impact of Internet media 
The influence of Internet media can be discussed in terms of three aspects: society, 
people and information: 
1. Internet media and society 
Media development has always been a major factor inspiring social change in 
human society. In the past ten years some distinctive influences of Internet media 
have been observed.  
     
Firstly, Internet media are the centre of the massive and booming ICT industry. It has 
been encouraging all industries to adapt to ICTs, as the emergence of economies is 
based on the production, distribution and use of knowledge and information (Clark, 
2001:189). The determinants of successful enterprises and national economies are 
ever more reliant upon their effectiveness in gathering and using information and 
knowledge (OECD, 1996:14). 
     
Secondly, Internet media encourage democracy. Internet media provide an open 
space for debates on public issues. Users are able to post their opinions to present 
different viewpoints. This enables minority groups to be heard. 
     
Thirdly, Internet media speed up globalisation. The Internet enables people to 
communicate and interact with one another, regardless of physical distance, and it 
raises awareness of the world as a whole (Uimonen, 2003). Information available 
via the Internet is often presented through the use of the English language. It brings 
the global Internet generation to a better understanding of one another.  
     
2. Internet Media and People 
What people understand of the world is determined by the information they receive 
from the media around them and people are therefore subject to the influence of the 
media. As more and more people use Internet media for the latest information, the 
impact of Internet media on people’s behaviour is becoming an interesting subject. 
     
Internet media provide a non-linear and non-levelled reading and thinking 
environment. Internet media extend people’s activities from physical space to cyber 
space. Face-to-face interaction between people in two distant places is made 
possible. In addition, cyber space is an open platform where people have certain 
level of freedom and are equal. Everyone has the right to speak and make decisions 
freely. Differences between people, such as lifestyle and social status, are far less 
important in cyber space. It can therefore be argued that people can easily establish 
an equal and fair relationship using Internet media.     
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3. Internet media and information 
Technology has evolved from analogue to digital. Videos have evolved and the use 
of Vertical Helical Scan (VHS) was replaced with the use of Video Compact Disc 
(VCD), Digital Versatile Disc (DVD) and now Blue Ray. It is foreseeable that there 
will always be better solutions that offer better quality, storage and transmission. All 
books, pictures, music and videos are capable of being digitalised. Internet media 
enable everyone to disseminate digital information to every corner of the world. 
     
The volume of information is growing rapidly owing to the ease with which a person 
is able to disseminate information via the Internet media. Some scholars term this 
phenomenon the “information explosion”; others call it “information overload” or 
“data smog”. The “law of diminishing returns” is an economic principle which also 
applies to the Internet media. As the amount of one input is increased, while holding 
all other inputs constant, the result is an ever smaller increase in output (Blecker, 
2000; Murray, 1998). There are more people producing information (input), but the 
actual benefit of information (output) is diminishing. 
     
It is difficult to monitor and control the quality of information in Internet media. The 
Yahoo! search engine provides access to more than 20 million items (Mayer, 2005). 
This means there are over 20 million data items on the Web. To prevent suffering 
from data smog or panicking when facing an overwhelming amount of information, 
information seekers revert to conventional media or pay a substantial amount of 
money to consult professional information providers. For example, the website of 
Emerald, www.emeraldinsight.com, offers academic contents from specialist 
journals. The website of Butterworth, www.butterworths.com, offers professional 
legal and financial information. Both companies are trusted information brokers 
whose products cater for academics and the financial or legal professionals. 
     
The age of information scarcity is over. People are bombarded with so much 
information that they are now suffering from different kinds of information disasters, 
such as hackers, viruses, spam, pornography, violence and discrimination. More 
and more content is published on Internet media without being reviewed, checked 
and authenticated. The use of Internet media has also shifted from scientific to 
entertaining. Information has never been as easy to access – or as distracting, 
therefore it is important for users to set the limits. 
 
Since Internet media are shaping the way people communicate, many new economic 
opportunities are created. In the next section, information economy and opportunities 
concerning it will be discussed. 
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2.4.  ICTs and information economy 
The number of small businesses engaging the Internet and e-commerce is increasing. 
ICTs are essential for businesses to compete in the information economy. New business 
models stimulated by the Internet encourage new thinking among business owners and 
managers. The relationship between businesses and consumers is no longer just buying 
and selling. They are becoming members of virtual communities and information 
providers for the exchange of opinions and sharing of experiences, thus transforming the 
economy from capital-driven to information-driven. 
 
2.4.1. Understanding the information economy 
The information economy is not just about computers or hardware and software. It 
covers virtually every aspect of human society, such as education, entertainment, 
transport, news and health care. Therefore being information literate is essential to 
understand the information economy. Being computer literate does not necessarily imply 
that a person is also information literate. In fact, information literacy is defined as the 
ability to know when there is a need for information, to be able to identify, locate, 
evaluate and use that information effectively for the issue or problem at hand (National 
Forum on Information Literacy, 2006).  
 
In the information economy business opportunities are identified in four dimensions, 
Internet infrastructure, business efficiency, digitalised products and retailing of goods 
(Xiong, 2005:83). 
1. Internet infrastructure 
The population of Internet users will only increase with time. In 2005, just over one 
billion people were connected online worldwide, which is only 15.7% of the world 
population. In 2005 South Africa had 3.6 million Internet users; however, this is only 
7.4% of South Africa’s population (Internet World Stats, 2006). Using the current 
growth rate, it was possible to estimate that there would be 400 million new global 
users in 2007. 
     
2. Business efficiency 
By implementing ICTs, organisations are able to reduce operational costs. Most 
operational costs reside in collecting information, such as searching for buyers and 
suppliers, product information, negotiation terms, writing and enforcing contracts 
and arranging transportation (Laudon & Laudon, 2002:105). Digitalised 
organisations need a radical change in their management philosophy. Organisations 
need new organisational design and management procedures to employ ICTs 
effectively. 
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Digitalised transactions can reduce the cost and time in certain transactions and 
transportations, especially when the product is fully digitalised. Fully digitalised 
products, such as software, documents, audio or video, can be delivered 
electronically via the Internet. 
     
3. Digitalised products 
Great business opportunities result from digitalisation of content. Media content that 
can be digitalised includes software, newspapers, radio and television programmes. 
Many services, such as banking, freight tickets, insurance and stock exchanges can 
be provided digitally online. For example, South Africa’s Sun International Group 
provides an online reservation service, which effectively saves both management 
and customers’ time. Customers only need to present the reservation print-out or 
reference numbers when checking in. Other types of digitalised products are mobile 
phone applications such as games, ring tones, software and even online gambling. 
These applications are gaining popularity among mobile phone users. 
     
4. Retailing of goods 
In the United States, online retail revenue has grown steadily over the past seven 
years (Chart 2.1). In contrast, online retail activities via the Internet in South Africa 
are still low. South Africa’s online revenue was merely 0.14% of the overall retail 
market in 2003 (World Wide Worx, 2004). Standardised products such as motor cars, 
calculators, books and flowers are gaining a market share in the global online 
retailing industry, including South Africa. Dominant online retailers in South Africa 
include Pick n Pay Home Shopping, Kalahari.net, Woolworths Inthebag, Netflorist, 
Cybercellar and Streetcar.com (World Wide Worx, 2004). The online retail industry 
presents great opportunities for small businesses in South Africa to pursuit a bigger 
market on national and international levels. 
 
The single biggest obstacle for growth in e-commerce (electronic commerce) in South 
Africa is the lack of a faster and cheaper Internet connection. Although the South African 
government has begun to deregulate the communications industry, the under-developed 
Internet infrastructure is still curbing the country’s national development and South Africa 
struggles to reap the benefits fully and become an information society. 
 
2.4.2. E-commerce in the information economy 
Many people narrowly regard e-commerce as retailing of goods via the Internet. Except 
for a B2C (Business to Customers) relationship, there are also B2B (Business to 
Business), B2G (Business to Government), C2C (Customers to Customers), C2B 
(Customers to Business) and B2E (Business to Employees). With the advancement of 
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ICTs, mobility is certainly a main feature of e-commerce. Some researchers suggest the 
term “mobile commerce, mobile e-commerce, or m-commerce (Lembke, 2002). 
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Chart 2.1: U.S. Online retail revenue 1999 – 2006 (in billions US$) (GoECart, 2006) 
 
 
When a broader definition is applied, e-commerce includes all business activities, such 
as production, management and finance. Various scholars have studied both 
e-commerce and e-business. According to Laudon & Traver (2007:10) e-business refers 
to the :digital enablement of transactions and processes within a firm involving 
information systems under control of the firm”. E-business, on the other hand, “does not 
include commercial transactions involving an exchange of value across organizational 
boundaries”. Laudon & Traver indicate that the same infrastructure is bot hused for 
e-business and e-commerce.  
 
Rayport & Jaworski (2001:3) defines e-commerce as a “technology-mediated exchange 
between parties (individuals, organizations, or both) as well as the electronically bases 
intra- or organizational activities that facilitate such exchanges”. Turban, King, Viehland 
& Lee (2006:4) postulates that e-commerce represents the process of buying, selling, 
transferring or exchanging products. These products include tangible products, services 
and/or information via computer networks including the Internet. E-business refers to a 
broader definition of e-commerce, including servicing customers, conducting e-learning 
ant not only buying and selling of goods. 
 
E-commerce has certain advantages. Firstly, delivery of goods and products is simplified 
Note: excludes travel, prescription drugs & auto 
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and transaction efficiency is improved. The Internet allows buyers and sellers to proceed 
with business transactions without physically meeting each other. Sampling, ordering 
and payment can all be done electronically. E-commerce business models are replacing 
a large number of intermediaries, such as distribution agencies, wholesalers and 
retailers. Trade exhibitions and promotions are becoming less significant.  
 
Secondly, e-commerce is effective in international trading. Multimedia allow sellers to 
showcase their products through the use of video and sound to achieve a more holistic 
understanding of their products. A virtual demonstration simulates a real showroom. A 
virtual showroom costs very little when compared to an actual showroom and it is 
available to potential customers around the world at any time of the day. It requires the 
minimum number of personnel and costs very little to maintain. 
 
Thirdly, e-commerce effectively cuts business costs. The most obvious cost-cutting 
element is finance charges. For example, ABSA charges a platinum cheque account 
holder 1.05% of the deposit value in cash deposits, but from R2.2 to a maximum of R25 
should Internet banking be used (ABSA, 2006). In other words, a deposit of R10,000 will 
cost a business owner R105 when depositing cash and R25 when depositing via the 
Internet. If the business’s monthly turnover is half a million rand, then the business owner 
is able to save R48 000 per annum. Considering the current salary standard, this amount 
can equate to the salary of a full-time employee or an increase in net profit of R48,000. 
This figure still does not take into account the reduced costs in cash-handling, fraud and 
other security costs. 
 
E-commerce also has drawbacks. It is prone to data leakage and privacy can be a real 
issue. There is a lack of strict international laws to protect online transactions and a 
framework that regulates these transactions flowing through multiple legal jurisdictions. 
Ensuring a secured and trusted online transaction is the biggest challenge to the 
development of e-commerce. In the long term, e-commerce does extend peoples real 
living space and time frame. When virtual space becomes closely attached to peoples 
daily lives, it becomes part of their lives and a reality. 
 
2.4.3. Strategies to promote information economy 
The information economy has affected nations globally. Countries such as India and 
Mauritius are transforming their economies largely based on the ICT revolution. Others, 
such as Ireland and Israel, have also benefited from ICTs. Countries such as Singapore, 
Hong Kong and Taiwan have incorporated ICTs in order to provide a competitive 
business environment. These facts, together with the increasing dependence of the 
world’s inhabitants on the Internet as a tool for information sharing and exchange, testify 
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to the importance of a nation’s networked readiness (Dutta & Jain, 2006). 
 
To promote information economy is to use ICTs effectively. Refer to Figure 2.2; the 
effective use of ICTs requires physical, digital, human and social resources. Physical 
resources encompass access to computers and telecommunication connections, digital 
resources refer to materials that are available on the Internet, human resources involve 
literacy, education, computer and Internet communication skills and the last and often 
neglected, social resources, include continuous community and institutional support. 
 
 
Figure 2.2: Effective use of ICTs (Warschauer, 2002) 
 
Key groups of stakeholders include governments, businesses and consumer 
organisations. These stakeholders should promote the readiness of the Internet-centric 
information economy by following common strategies such as (Dutta & Jain, 2006): 
1. Emphasis on Internet infrastructure, research and development 
The information economy relies on proper Internet infrastructure, applications and 
professionals. Research and development play an important role to nurture such an 
environment. A proper research and development structure should include 
government units, academic institutes and business organisations. Real benefits can 
be reaped when research results meet industrial needs and still comply with 
government policies. 
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2. Investment in legislative regulations and policies 
Legislative regulations and policies are tools government may use to encourage the 
development of an information economy. A government could spend a large portion 
of its funds on infrastructure but fail to coordinate policies effectively across 
departments. For example, many departments are involved in the NSBS and 
Department of Trade and Industry (DTI), which is the most important department. 
However, DTI is only one of many government departments and its mandate does not 
enable it to integrate all government programmes, as well as direct and coordinate 
SMME development agencies (Ladzanil, 2001:10). On the other hand, government 
regulations allow South Africa’s monopolistic company, Telkom SA, to maintain a 
stranglehold on the broadband Internet service. This is not in the best interests of 
consumers, business and other broadband users (Mullar, 2006). 
    
3. Culture of public awareness and trust in the information economy 
Despite the increasing statistics on online shopping, the revenue and profits derived 
from online shopping are still meagre. Consumers often do not trust online service 
providers enough to make payments and submit personal information to them. From 
a business perspective, e-commerce allows businesses to collect much more 
detailed information on consumer behaviour than they could obtain from physical 
shopping trips (Hoffman, Novak & Peralta, 1999). Recognising individuals’ rights to 
personal data ownership on the Web is critical for promoting the information economy. 
Both public and private organisations should prohibit misuse of personal information. 
 
The information economy is an important part of the information society and ICTs provide 
the infrastructure and mechanisms for this. However, not all citizens are introduced to 
the benefits of ICTs. In the next section, unbalanced distribution of information resources 
or the digital divide will be discussed. 
 
 
2.5.  Digital Divide 
The introduction of new ICTs has a ripple effect. It has five moral dimensions of different 
depth: Information rights and obligations, property rights and obligations, accountability 
and control, system quality and quality of life. Figure 2.3 illustrates that each dimension 
also has depth concerning an individual, society and polity (Laudon & Laudon, 
2002:469). 
 
The ultimate goal of everything we do is to improve our quality of life. An unbalanced 
distribution of resources will hamper the development of a society. The digital divide 
indicates the gap between the “have” and the “have-not” of information resources among 
 
 
  
 
25 
nations, regions, enterprises and individuals. Such inequality is an issue to which all 
stakeholders in ICTs should pay attention. 
 
 
Figure 2.3: Quality of life (Laudon & Laudon, 2002) 
 
2.5.1. Understanding the digital divide 
The digital divide is primarily caused by uneven development in ICT infrastructure. The 
impact of the digital divide on society will become more obvious as ICTs continue 
advancing. The digital divide can be detected in geographic barriers, race, economic 
conditions, gender, technology, knowledge and the ability to access and use the Internet. 
The digital divide indicates the different utilisation levels of ICTs.  Potential dangers are 
created when the gap continues widening. 
 
Rice & Katz (2003) identify three kinds of digital divides for the Internet and mobile 
phone usage: users/non-users, veteran/recent and continuing/dropout. In other words, 
there are different degrees of gaps within the digital divide. Research is usually 
conducted on demographic variables such as income, age, gender, race, education, job 
status, marital status, having children and even membership of community religious 
organisations. 
 
The digital divide is not just about computer literacy or Internet skills. It also consists of 
gaps in information, knowledge and income. The ability to utilise ICTs applications and to 
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be innovative determines the width of the gap. Utility and innovation are emphasised. 
Because ICT itself does not solve problems, create values and generate income, human 
understanding and the ability to use it and innovate hold the key to an improved quality of 
life. 
The digital divide can be seen from different perspectives. For example, when 
researching ICT infrastructure, the digital divide can be seen as the development gap. 
Much research (Rice & Katz, 2001; Rice & Katz, 2003) has been conducted based on 
the number of internet server providers (ISPs) and Internet data volume to determine the 
level of Internet usage. Although this research method can provide a rough figure of the 
digital divide situation, it creates a misinterpretation of the digital divide. The popularity of 
the Internet is determined by the distribution and not the total volume of usage. When a 
country’s Internet usage volume is high, it does not mean that the Internet is popularised 
in the country or that the infrastructure is evenly distributed in the country. 
 
Mistakes are made when one assumes that having access to the Internet, mobile 
phones or other ICTs would close the gap in social development. The U.S. Department 
of Commerce concluded that the nation has over half of its population online and those 
in lower income levels and lower education levels or the elderly are among the fastest 
adopters of this new technology (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2002). Researchers 
are witnessing a fracturing of social structure. According to the same report, the usage 
gap between those in the top and bottom levels of household income increased 
dramatically between 1997 and 2001, and rural communities had only half as much 
access to high-speed broadband Internet access, although overall Internet usage rates 
are essentially equal (Rice & Katz, 2001).  
 
According to Cooper (2000), similar research conducted by the Consumer Federation of 
America between 1999 and 2000 provides evidence that there is a three- to five-year lag 
in penetration between those with above medium and below medium income in the 
United States. Other institutes, such as the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA), 
also found the same results in similar research. It is alarming for the U.S. government, as 
the administrator of the strongest economic body in the world, that it does not yet have 
policies to address digital divide issues in depth. 
 
2.5.2. Social impact of digital divide 
South Africa has the highest number of Internet users in Africa, but this does not mean 
that the Internet is a very popular medium; Africa as a whole is in fact lagging behind in 
the development of the Internet. Similarly, Internet usage globally is increasing, but this 
does not mean that the gap in Internet usage is being narrowed globally. The impact of 
the digital divide requires more in-depth research. 
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Even in a country with high Internet penetration rates, such as the United Kingdom with 
61% of the population having access to the Internet in 2007, there were still 39% of the 
population who had never accessed the Internet (National Statistics, 2007). Reasons for 
not accessing the Internet include (National Statistics, 2006): 
? Lack of knowledge or confidence 
? No Internet connection 
? Cost is too high 
? No time to use the Internet 
? Do not want/need to have an interest 
? Concerns about the material available 
? Someone else uses the Internet on behalf of person 
? Internet offers no benefit 
? Concern about security on the Internet. 
 
Of those who had never accessed the Internet, 39% indicated that they do not want/need 
to have an interest and 29% indicated that they do not have the knowledge or confidence 
(National Statistics, 2006). People usually state factors such as high costs or lack of 
facilities as the reasons for low Internet usage. Therefore, a digital divide is not always 
the result of a lack of infrastructure for the digitally poor. The digital divide cannot be 
resolved by simply providing more physical infrastructure. 
 
ICTs can enhance human capital by increasing access to education and training. 
Information intensive labour markets prefer individuals who have experience in and 
upgradeable skills for continuous performance. In other words, the more an information 
society develops, the more the digitally disadvantaged lag behind. 
 
Five broad forms of inequalities are identified (DiMaggio & Hargittai, 2001): 
1. Inequality in technical apparatus 
Inadequacy in hardware, software and connections limits users in employing the 
Internet. Some content on the Internet is simply not accessible via old hardware and 
software. Less experienced users are also likely to use the Internet less and not 
derive the full benefits from it. This results in a false impression of usage i.e. that 
they do not the have a need for the Internet. 
     
2. Inequality in autonomy of use 
This concerns the amount of control people exercise over their use of the Internet. 
Those who only have access outside the home, are often restricted in duration, 
opening hours, travelling and accessible content. This discourages people in their 
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use of the Internet. 
     
3. Inequality in skill 
The extent to which users are trained to obtain and evaluate information will 
determine their ability to enhance their professional practice. Internet users vary in 
their possession of cognitive and integrative skills for effective online information 
seeking. 
     
4. Inequality in the availability of social support 
A “reference group” is a group that constitutes a normative frame of reference for a 
person (Tsai, 2008:5). Through interaction in social groups, individuals are more 
comfortable in participating in activities. In contrast to veteran Internet users, recent 
Internet users are less sophisticated, isolated and do not know where to gain social 
support. 
     
5. Variation in use 
The last and also the least mentioned form of inequality in the digital divide is 
variation in use of the Internet. Very little research is being done highlighting the 
differences in the use of the Internet among various groups. It is found that rich and 
educated people are more likely to adopt the Internet, but generally spend less time 
online than poor, uneducated people. High-income, educated people are also more 
likely to use the Internet for e-commerce, product research and news; they are less 
likely to use it for chatting and online gaming. Children in public libraries use the 
Internet mainly for playing games and communication (Goldfarb & Prince, 2006). 
 
The concept of a digital divide is much more complex than a simple difference between 
those who are connected and those who are not. If the Internet becomes as essential as 
the local telephone service in the future, depending on market conditions such as 
availability and cost, a public policy response is likely to be required to ensure universal 
access. Variable levels of connectivity, lack of interest in use and the perceived lack of 
need for access are factors that cut across all socio-economic groups. However, barriers 
and obstacles to access are aggravated for those in the lower social classes who have 
fewer resources or skills available to overcome them. 
 
More research is required to allow for a better understanding of the digital divide in the 
South African context and thus to reach better solutions for South Africa’s unique 
eco-social background. Looking ahead, strategic analysis and planning will be needed to 
meet social demands, such as the appropriate number and location of public access 
sites, the development of community working groups, local management responsibility, 
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standard of service, service available to the public, content development, the terms of 
access for different services and government funding obligations and responsibilities. 
 
 
2.5.3. Guidelines to eliminate digital divide 
A more social and human-centric approach to development is required. As early as 1973, 
economist E. F. Schumacher suggested a human-centric approach to economic 
development. Schumacher’s call for attention to quality of life is considered the most 
striking alternative to mainstream economic philosophies since Karl Marx (Enelow, 
2003). 
 
On the other hand, private organisations usually react to problems faster than 
government bureaucracy. In 2000, Bill Gates, the great entrepreneur of the Internet age, 
established the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation to help reduce inequalities in the 
United States and around the world. This was a symbolic step for the technology 
billionaire in shifting his attention to social inequalities. Before this, Bill Gates’ approach 
to the digital divide was to supply as many computers as possible. Bill Gates was named 
as the person of the year in 2005 in “Times Magazine” for his achievements in charity 
work and not in computers (Gibbs, 2005). 
 
Eliminating the digital divide in society is the responsibility of all stakeholders: 
government, the private sector, civil society and international and regional institutions, 
including financial and academic institutions. The researcher believes that efforts to 
eliminate the digital divide should focus on the community level. After all, local 
community life directly influences people’s quality of life. There are some guidelines that 
should be followed when establishing strategies to deal with the digital divide (Loader & 
Keeble, 2004): 
 
1. Define the Digital Divide 
The conventional policy for the digital divide is to provide equipment to enable 
Internet access and computer training. Providing a favourable environment for 
Internet access is important, but it does not necessarily encourage the information 
poor to use it. A person who has used the Internet a lot and who falls into the middle 
income bracket, who has a high education level and high reading and computer skills, 
will be more willing to incorporate new technologies into his/her daily life. These 
characteristics assist in explaining why there is lack of interest among the information 
poor. 
 
2. Shaping the Technology 
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Organisations that provide Internet access to a community should not always expect 
users to adapt to the technology. Community members as the users of the technology 
should participate more intensively in the planning stage. Perceptions of and attitudes 
to technology could be very different between technology enthusiasts and 
newcomers. Resident-orientated participation will ensure customised projects to suit 
the community, increase awareness and encourage usage. 
 
3. Sustainability 
Policy makers should always bear in mind that a society requires sustainable plans 
for the long term. Projects that intend to eliminate the digital divide should not just 
place emphasis on the values and interests of the government and private sectors. 
Methods for the communities to sustain the projects should also be prioritised.  
 
4. Communities Fit for the Information Poor 
Governments often promote ICTs in community development programmes. They 
often assume that residents will interact and use community information centres. 
However, residents do not necessarily have this culture in their own community. For 
example, in many South African townships, alcohol, drugs and gangsterism are part 
of the community’s culture. The sense of community has deteriorated. The Internet 
can assist residents to escape a suffocating community life. Residents with the same 
interests can unite in the virtual community. ICTs can be an empowering tool for 
residents and community groups. 
 
5. Connecting Physical Community to Virtual Community 
Research shows that virtual communities provide effective social support. However, 
ICT resources and training are often not part of community life. For example, a 
cleaner staying in a township is unlikely to come into contact with computers and the 
Internet. Nor would he/she understand that ICTs can really benefit him/her. In an 
effort to eliminate the digital divide, it is crucial for the digital poor to have access to a 
virtual space, informal training and convenient locations. The linkage between virtual 
and physical communities will create new dimensions in community life. In view of the 
sea of information on the web, ICTs give people hope for an improved quality of life. 
 
In the next section, some insights on Internet media, information economy and the digital 
divide in South Africa will be reviewed. 
 
 
2.6.  Current status of South Africa in the information society 
South Africa as a developing country has issues in common with other developing 
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countries. South Africa also has some unique issues of its own. In this section, a clearer 
picture of South Africa’s readiness for ICTs will be reviewed in terms of Internet media, 
information economy and the digital divide on national and international levels. 
 
2.6.1. Internet media in South Africa 
In South Africa the number of Internet users has grown from 2.4 million to 3.6 million 
over five years from 2000 onwards (Internet World Stats, 2006). Fifty percent of Web 
users are aged between 25 and 44; university graduates or those with other 
post-matriculation qualifications account for 40% of South African Web users (Saturday 
Star, 2005). The largest group of Internet users in South Africa is the young and highly 
educated. The Web has become an important source for them to retrieve information. 
However, the Internet penetration in South Africa is only 7.4%. This is of significance, 
since it implies that the Internet as an information medium is gaining popularity but is 
currently only used by a small percentage of the population of South Africa. 
 
Internet media are not a main source of information for South Africans. Refer to chart 2.2; 
high communication costs in South Africa are curbing the nation’s development into an 
information society. While ICTs such as computers and mobile handsets are becoming 
more affordable for the general public, Telkom’s high pricing does not justify the 
increasing number of users. 
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Chart 2.2: Costs of the Internet in South Africa 1993 – 2003 (IOZ, 2004) 
 
 
On the other hand, over 85% of small businesses run by black individuals in South Africa 
rely solely on mobile phones for telecommunication (World Economic Forum, 2006). This 
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figure suggests that mobile phones have been an important tool for the less privileged 
population in South Africa. The researcher believes that organisations interested in 
providing information to disadvantaged groups should adapt to the popularity of mobile 
phones and improve mobile phone networks. Cell phone powered or wireless Internet 
connections are a feasible alternative to cabled Internet connections. 
 
2.6.2. The information economy in South Africa 
The South African government realises the impact of ICTs on its economy and social 
development. The “Promotion of Access to Information Act, 2000” clearly states that the 
government is meant to “actively promote a society in which the people of South Africa 
have effective access to information to enable them to more fully exercise and protect all 
of their rights”. However, the Promotion of Access to Information Act does not 
automatically inform the people of South Africa as to when and where this information 
can be accessed. 
 
The government planned a decentralised network of local service centre (LSCs) as early 
as 1995. In the “White Paper on National Strategy for the Development and Promotion of 
Small Business in South Africa, 1995”, small businesses were identified as the solution 
to South Africa’s high unemployment. The White Paper also points out that the “lack of 
access to appropriate, relevant and understandable information and advice is one of the 
most important problems of small enterprises, in particular micro-enterprises, survivalists 
and small start-up enterprises.”  
 
South Africa has shown considerable sophistication in framing the necessary policies 
and institutions. However, South Africa does not shown strength in implementing and 
evaluating these otherwise laudable policies (Mani, 2001). It has been over ten years 
since the publication of this White Paper. The unemployment rate has not improved 
significantly nor has the Internet penetration rate. In fact, the Internet penetration rate in 
South Africa only grew by 0.3% in the past three years. None of the political measures 
have effectively addressed the severe shortage of skilled human resources. The 
researcher considers this as a sign of constraint in South Africa’s social and economic 
development. 
 
South Africa was ranked 78th in the Digital Access Index (DAI) among 178 countries 
worldwide, as compared to Brazil (62), Malaysia (44), the United Kingdom (12) and 
Sweden (1) (World Economic Forum, 2006). This index suggests levels of readiness of 
nations for the global information economy. South Africa still has a long way to go in 
order to be an information society in the global context. 
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Innovation is the fuel for the information economy. Despite explicit efforts by the 
government to promote small and medium businesses, industries are highly dominated 
by big corporations. Innovation and entrepreneurship are not as actively encouraged in 
the business environment in South Africa. 
2.6.3. Digital divide in South Africa 
There are four aspects that influence the digital divide: communication infrastructure, 
ownership of computers, income and education. The digital divide in South Africa can be 
discussed on three levels: international, regional, and urban and rural areas. 
 
From a global perspective, South Africa has 72.6 Internet users per thousand people. 
This is higher than the average of 24.3 for low-income countries, but is lower than the 
average of middle-income countries of 90.2. In terms of telecommunication infrastructure, 
South Africa has 473.1 fixed-line and mobile phone subscribers per thousand people in 
its population. This is close to the standard of middle-income countries of 485.1 (Chart 
2.3). 
 
Refer to Chart 2.3 and Chart 2.4; South Africa scores slightly higher than the average 
middle-income countries on both income and education. In other words, the literacy rate 
and income level should not result in a barrier for South Africa to adapt to ICTs. This 
does not justify the fact that South Africa has many fewer Internet users than 
middle-income countries.  
 
There are arguments that English as the main language used on the Internet deters 
non-English speakers from using the Internet. However, many non-English speaking 
countries have a much higher Internet penetration rate than South Africa’s 7.4%, such as 
Japan (67.2%), Korea (67%), Taiwan (60.3%), Mexico (16.2%), Brazil (14.1%), Thailand 
(12.7%) and China (8.5%) (Internet World Stats, 2006). 
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Chart 2.3: World communication infrastructure (World Bank, 2006) 
 
 
Chart 2.4: World school enrolment rate (World Bank, 2006) 
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Chart 2.5: World GNI per capita (World Bank, 2006) 
 
On a regional level, there are obvious gaps between the rich and poor provinces in 
South Africa (Chart 2.6, Chart 2.7 & Chart 2.8). The Western Cape has 63.1% of the 
population connected to fixed landlines or mobile phones, whereas Limpopo only has 
28%. Limpopo has 33.4% of its population aged 20 or above with no education, whereas 
the Western Cape has 5.7% (Statistics SA, 2003). It is extremely difficult for those who 
have no education to adapt to ICTs. The regional digital divide in South Africa is obvious 
and requires serious attention from the stakeholders concerned. 
 
The urban and non-urban digital divide in South Africa is critical. The majority of the 
population is concentrated in three major metropolitan areas comprising Johannesburg, 
Cape Town and Durban. The infrastructure density therefore has a similar pattern. For 
example, Limpopo shows a severe gap in telecommunication infrastructure between its 
urban and rural areas. Such division has a negative impact on social development. This 
also makes it difficult for residents to adapt to ICTs. 
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Chart 2.6: Access to communication in South Africa (Statistics SA, 2003) 
 
 
 
Chart 2.7: Unemployment rate in South Africa (Statistics SA, 2003) 
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Chat 2.8: Illiteracy in South Africa (Statistics SA, 2003) 
 
One should be aware of the fact that 18% of the population in South Africa rely only on 
mobile phones (Statistics SA, 2004:98). This corresponds with research conducted by 
the World Economic Forum in 2006 that 85% of black-owned businesses rely solely on 
mobile phones. Therefore, using existing mobile phone networks to provide Internet 
service is a viable way of connecting South Africans. 
 
The situation may not be as negative as the statistics depict. Government and private 
organisations are conducting various projects to promote the usage of information and 
communication technology. This includes the most basic computer literacy and the 
Internet, for example: Microsoft Digital Village and Tele Centres, Smart Cape Access 
Point Pilot Project, the Digital Doorway Project. Some centres open as early as four 
o’clock in the morning and only close at midnight (Dix, 2003). The responses from these 
projects are all positive, with valuable findings for future developments.  
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2.7.  Summary 
In this chapter, some insights on the information society, including ICTs, Internet media, 
the information economy and the digital divide were discussed. For South Africa to gear 
into an information society, digital divide is the first challenge to all stakeholders. The 
digital divide in South Africa is a complicated and inherited socio-economic problem that 
requires innovative, diversified and community orientated approaches. In the next 
chapter, the researcher will be discussing the evolution of communities and information 
portals and how they could offer South Africa a sustainable information society. 
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CHAPTER 3 
ONLINE COMMUNITY AND WEB PORTAL 
 
3.1. Introduction 
Electronic bulletins, online forums, chat rooms, instant messages, blogs, wiki, etc. — 
these terms were created only after the Internet gained popularity in the 1990s. The 
Internet is rapidly increasing in both content and context. Some sociologists claim that 
technology advancement is a major factor in social alienation and destruction. Others 
claim that people build, increase or reconstruct societies by participating in online 
communities mediated by ICTs (Haralambos & Holborn, 2000: 695; Wellman, Boase & 
Chen, 2002). Online communities not only assist participants in exchanging information, 
but also by extending their social bonding. The main motivation for community 
participation is derived from social identification. People build a sense of authority and 
bonding by providing expert opinions and suggestions, and therefore become related to 
or respected by their fellow members (Gu, 2006). 
 
Online communities expand social networking in two respects. The first is social 
networks in an extended terrain where people would never meet each other. For 
example, a person in South Africa chats with a person in Japan over the Internet. The 
second is local social networks, which facilitate more frequent interaction between 
people who known each other; for example, colleagues, schoolmates or local residents 
enjoy increased interaction over the Internet. Online communities can effectively expand 
the dimensions of people’s social lives. 
 
Dimensions of information sources are also expanding. The concept of a gateway or a 
“portal” for personalised access to different information channels is becoming important. 
A Web portal is a website that provides an initial point of entry to the World Wide Web or 
to internal organisational data (Laudon & Laudon, 2002:109). It is a solution for 
managing a large and complex amount of data. This innovative technology can be used 
to gather, manage, share and use information stored in disparate databases (Roal et al, 
2002).  
 
Therefore, a portal is a personalised access point to information sources in the sea of 
data. In this chapter, the changing nature of communities and online communities, the 
features of Web portals and the applications of Web portals will be evaluated; examples 
of portals for online communities will also be reviewed. 
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3.2. Online communities 
According to the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (2005), a community means: 
? All the people who live in particular area, country, etc. 
? A group of people who share the same religion, race, job, etc. 
? The feeling of sharing things and belonging to a group in the place where you live. 
? A group of plants and animals growing or living in the same place or environment. 
 
Communities are traditionally anchored in local and neighbourhood interactions. People 
in group-based societies deal with fellow members of the few groups to which they 
belong, such as home, neighbourhood, work, religion and charity (Wellman, Boase & 
Chen, 2002). When the physical location is replaced with cyberspace and government 
organisation is replaced with relevant Internet protocols and netiquette, online 
communities function similarly to communities in the traditional sense. It is only relatively 
recently that ICTs have permitted the construction of low-cost online community 
infrastructures with a global reach (Faquhar & Rowley, 2006). 
 
Online communities are also sources of information. Traditional media such as 
newspapers, magazines, radio and television assist people to understand their 
surroundings better. Editors of such media decide what is published or broadcast. 
Audiences have very little participation in the decision-making process. In contrast, 
online communities are able to provide personalised contents of an even wider scope 
and at a faster pace. Audiences choose what to read, listen to and watch and they are 
able to comment online immediately. This participative and personalised nature of 
communication has driven a new way of information dissemination. 
 
It is therefore necessary to examine the role of communities in the age of information, as 
well as the characteristics and types of online communities, to determine the value of 
online communities in an information society. 
 
3.2.1. Evolution of social communities 
The impact of the Internet on communities has also been widely debated ever since the 
Internet gained popularity in the early 1990s. It is agreed that the Internet has changed 
people’s community lives, but there are different opinions about the nature and extent of 
the changes (Wellman, Boase & Chen, 2002). Each argument has its own observations 
and portrays the change in community lives: 
1. The Internet weakens communities 
The participative nature of the Internet may be so compelling that Internet users 
neglect their family, friends, relatives and neighbours. 
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2. The Internet enhances communities 
People mostly use the Internet to maintain contact other than by telephone and 
face-to-face contact or by shifting their means of communication to the Internet. 
 
3. The Internet transforms communities 
The Internet’s connectivity enables people to develop far-flung communities of 
shared interests, possibly at the expense of local contacts. 
 
In fact, there have been fears that traditional group-based communities have been 
undermined by technological advancements since the Industrial Revolution. In a famous 
study published in the 1960s, entitled “Alienation and Freedom”, American sociologist 
Robert Blauner found that alienation was found in its most extreme form in the assembly 
line production of the automobile industry. Workers on the assembly line were socially 
isolated. They did not feel part of the company for which they worked, nor did they 
integrate into an occupational community of workmates (Haralambos & Holborn, 
2000:695). Some have also argued that a productivity-driven economy makes people 
work harder and erodes leisure time spent with others, thus weakening the strength of 
social bonds in communities (Godoy et al., 2007). This observation is evidence that 
communities were already changing before the time of the Internet. 
 
A wider gap within communities has also been observed since the introduction of 
personal computers. Information, knowledge, computers and access to information 
resources through educational institutes and public libraries are inequitably distributed, 
as discussed in chapter.2.5. This inequality, or digital divide, can be between countries, 
communities, races, ages, income levels and education levels. If this problem remains 
uncorrected, South Africa could end up creating a divided society of information haves, 
computer literate and skilled, versus a large group of information have-nots, computer 
illiterate and unskilled (Laudon & Laudon, 2002:490). 
 
Although the actual impact of the Internet on communities is debatable, there is no doubt 
that the Internet is forming part of people’s daily lives. Refer to Chart 3.1; the average 
South African growth rate in the Internet access market value between 2002 and 2006 
was 24% per annum. In the same period, the number of users grew 12.2% per annum. It 
is estimated there will be seven million Internet users or 6.3% of the population in South 
Africa will be Internet users by 2010 (Datamonitor, 2007). Although the figure is low 
compared to developed countries, the trend in South Africa persists. 
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Chart 3.1: South African Internet access market value 2002 - 2006 (Datamonitor, 2007c) 
 
 
The issue is not about the increase in the number of users of the Internet, cell phones, 
fax or any other ICTs. People automatically come online when they switch on their cell 
phones, send or receive e-mails, and even when they use credit cards to pay for their 
grocery shopping. Even in less privileged areas in South Africa, incentives such as the 
multi-purpose community centre (MPCC) in Jabavu, Soweto are bringing ICTs to 
everyone (SA Info, 2003). The Internet and ICTs are becoming an integrated part of 
people’s lives. People are becoming part of networked online communities without 
realising it. 
 
Internet audiovisual technology is another important driving force for online communities. 
It features instant, convenient, interactive, open and rich multimedia. Refer to Figure 3.1; 
as the audio and visual experiences are richer and more complete, the difference 
between the cyber world and the real world is smaller. Therefore, people’s experience of 
online interaction is getting closer to the experience of physical interaction. 
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Figure 3.1: The expanding cyber world (Hsu, 2002) 
 
Rather than expanding or destroying communities, ICTs can best be seen as an 
integrated part of daily life, with life online intertwined with offline activities. Technological 
advancement in transport and communication redefines time and space boundaries. 
Communities are coming online and this evolutionary move will ultimately change the 
way people live, work and socialise with others. In the next section, the types of online 
communities, their characteristics and the building tools of those online communities will 
be discussed. 
 
3.2.2. Types of Online Community 
From the various definitions of virtual communities, it is clear that communication and 
therefore sharing and exchange of information are the fundamental reasons for 
participating in a virtual community (Buhrmann, 2003). There are various methods of 
classifying online communities, including the nature of their existence, the purpose of 
users and business models. 
 
By the nature of their existence, online communities include (Buhrmann, 2003; Pan et al., 
1999): 
1. Physically based online communities 
They act as electronic communication channels for physical groups of people such as 
cities or universities. Online communities make it easer to join and connect to new 
people or communities in a similar geographical area and to share common interests 
(Neumann, et al., 2005). For example, the University of Johannesburg student portal 
(see Figure 3.2) provides students at the university with the latest notices, campus 
news, examination information and much more. 
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Figure 3.2: Example of physically based online community - university students 
 
2. Online communities of interest 
Members might never have met one another, and their interaction is usually limited to 
the scope of interests. For example, Yahoo! Groups is a portal for thousands of online 
communities with millions of members. Each community deals with specific interests 
and members’ interaction usually remains online. 
 
Classified according to the purposes of users, online communities include (Szmigin, 
Canning & Reppel, 2005; Buhrmann, 2003):  
1. Communities of interest 
Communities are formed by people with the same interests. These are the majority 
of online communities, as they induce all kinds of interests and all kinds of people. 
 
2. Communities of relationship 
Communities formed to extend and foster personal relationships. For example, 
facebook.com is an online community for people to network with others. 
 
3. Communities of fantasy 
Communities formed to fulfil people’s fantasies by creating new stories, 
personalities or environments. For example, second life (see Figure 3.3) is a virtual 
society that allows users to be the imaginary characters they create. Men in real life 
can be women in second life. 
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Figure 3.3: Example of community of fantasies - Second Life 
 
4. Communities of transaction 
These are communities that provide a platform for people to purchase, sell or 
exchange goods and services and deliver information related to this process. 
 
Classified according to business models, online communities include (Pan et al., 1999): 
1. B2B [pg18] 
This type of community is built to connect businesses having dealings with each other. 
For example, the fashion brand, GUESS, created ApparelBuy.com for GUESS’s 
suppliers and over a thousand independent retailers around the world. This online 
community effectively cuts down it’s order-processing time from two weeks to two 
days (E-Consultancy, 2000; Laudon & Laudon, 2002:3). 
 
B2B enables a business to interact with another business electronically, in particular 
via the Web. B2B models not only contain elements of B2C models, but also contain 
more attractive economic principles. Complicated information is simplified and 
communicated through channels (Zeng, Wen, Yen, 2003). 
 
2. B2C [pg18] 
This type of community is built to enhance communications between businesses and 
 
 
 
 
 
46 
 
their clients. B2C online communities represent an important area for the 
development of business-to-consumer transactions. More and more companies are 
adopting B2C e-commerce on the web. The result is that consumers have complete 
and detailed information enabling them to evaluate the offers of each company on an 
individual basis (Melia’n-Alzola & Padro’n-Robaina, 2007). 
 
Dell Computer Corporation’s (see Figure 3.4) build-to-order system is a major source 
of competitive advantage (Laudon & Laudon, 2002:90). It not only lowers the 
inventory costs, but also delivers products and services more efficiently to customers. 
It also allows customers and Dell technicians to provide advice and updates to 
customers online. Efficient customer response time is always welcomed by 
customers. 
 
 
Figure 3.4: Example of business-to-client community - DELL 
 
3. Peer to Peer (P2P) 
This type of community provides platforms for people to communicate and 
collaborate with each other. This is the most popular type of online community. Most 
chatting and discussion activities fall into this category. 
    
The growth in P2P online communities is fuelled by the promise of open connectivity 
without censorship, monopoly, regulation or other exercising of centralised authority. 
The recent growth in P2P online communities has enabled online information sharing 
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without a central server and unhindered by a central authority (Rice, 2007). 
    
It is usually free for members to participate in online communities, but it can be costly 
to facilitate such online activities. Servers and Internet bandwidth are just the basis to 
host online communities. Many more resources are still required to maintain the 
infrastructure. Most online communities exist inside portal service providers, 
e-commerce service providers, universities or government agencies, because online 
communities need funding from those organisations (Huang, 2001). Profit-generating 
models are therefore essential for sustainable management of online communities. 
    
3.2.3. Character of online communities 
The terms “online communities” and “virtual communities” are used interchangeably. 
According to Rheingold (2000), online communities form when people carry on public 
discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal 
relationships. Definitions for online or virtual communities include (Moon & Burstein, 
2005; Niemand & Rensleigh, 2003): 
? Groups of people who communicate and share experiences with one another via 
electronic media. 
? A group of people who come together on the World-Wide Web to communicate, 
bond, and/or perform particular functions. It can operate with or without 
membership. 
? The vibrant new village of activities within the large cultures of computing. 
 
Niemand & Rensleigh (2003) also identified some features for online communities: 
1. All kinds of people and all kinds of interests 
Online communities allow all kinds of people to come together to undertake any, 
some of or all of the following activities: exchange information and ideas, sharing of 
common interests, entertaining one another, seeking help, offering support to one 
another, trading goods or services and fostering relationships (Uzokwelu & 
Gunnarsdottir, 2001). When browsing “Yahoo! Groups” (see Figure 3.5), a portal for 
thousands of online communities with millions of members, one can find all kinds of 
people and all kinds of interests. 
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Figure 3.5: Example of portal for online communities - Yahoo! Groups 
     
2. User-based 
Online communities provide an environment for users to connect and communicate 
with one another. The value of an online community is determined by the worthiness 
of the content provided by users. People participate in an online community only 
when they find that the messages being fed into it are what they are interested in 
(Gu, 2006). 
     
Individuals may contribute valuable information because the act results in a sense of 
efficacy, a sense that they have had some effect on their environment. It is a 
motivation for most people that their contributions are responded to and appreciated. 
Members may also different roles, providing different contexts in which relationships 
and trust may be developed (Farquhar & Rowley, 2006; Nolan, Brizland & Macaulay, 
2007). Most online communities allow people to reply to or rate contributions. Online 
communities rely on users to form them, contribute to them and sustain them 
(Wikipedia, 2008c). 
     
3. Specific 
Online communities are usually formed with specific objectives in mind. These 
objectives will determine the scope of contents being fed into a specific discussion. 
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For example, WELL (see Figure 3.6) is an acclaimed online community, which 
states “The Well is a cluster of electronic towns on the Net, inhabited by people from 
all over the world. Once a regional dial-up service, it has long since become a 
territory in its own right” (The Well, 2007). 
 
 
Figure 3.6: One of the oldest websites for online communities - The Well 
 
Most topics on the WELL are about something specific. The topic serves as an 
intelligent community filter, where people seeking information can be directed to the 
specific part where their interests are being discussed. In a surprising number of 
cases, somebody from the WELL happens to know the exact answer to a question. 
Many people read the topic for amusement and for the odd bits of expertise they can 
pick up along the way. It is as if one has access to his own think tank, and one just 
has to know how to mine it (Rheingold, 2000). 
     
4. Organised 
Exactly as in physical communities, online communities have to have organising 
bodies to maintain order. Participants will engage in electronic collaboration more 
actively if interaction is structured in terms of time, space and scope (Notess & 
Plaskoff, 2002). There are usually no formal rules and laws in online communities. 
Instead, there are norms, folklore, ways of acceptable behaviour that are widely 
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modelled, taught, and valued, that can give the members clear ideas of what they 
may and may not do. 
 
Similar to physical communities, a prior indication of commitment to online 
communities is membership registration, which may extend to the payment of an 
annual subscription or some significant intellectual or other contribution (Farquhar & 
Rowley, 2006). 
     
    Since the core activities of online communities are discussions, most conflicts 
happen when members have different ideologies, such as supporters of different 
political parties. The organiser must be highly experienced or trained to resolve such 
conflicts amicably (Williams & Cothrel, 2000). 
     
5. Integrated 
Virtual communities make it possible for the integration of content with 
communication (Niemand & Rensleigh, 2003). For example, every article in 
www.wikipedia.org is a collection of works of its community members. Wikipedia is 
an online encyclopaedia (see figure 3.8), which uses online software to enable 
anyone to create new articles and change any article in the encyclopaedia. 
     
    The integration of contents has been made easy in online communities. Much work 
is often done without people seeing each other. Rheingold (2000) writes, “The fact 
that we need computer networks to recapture the sense of cooperative spirit that so 
many people seemed to lose when we gained all this technology is a painful irony”. 
It is ironic but true that online communities provide convenient platforms for 
information integration. 
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Figure 3.7: Each article in Wikipedia is an integrated work by users (Wikipedia, 2008a)  
 
6. Efficient 
There are two factors that make online communities a very efficient communication 
tool, namely offline communication and real-time communication. With the 
assistance of various ICTs, members of online communities can be located apart in 
different countries and still contact each other in real time. The issues of not being 
available at the same time or different time zones are not problems anymore. 
People can always send messages, e-mails, voice or even video clips without any 
waiting time. The recipients can also retrieve messages at their convenience without 
any waiting time. Communication has never been as efficient before. 
     
7. Interactive 
This might be the best aspect of online communities. It is possible for community 
members to communicate one to one, one to many and many to many. Because 
identities can be hidden online, gender, age, nationality, and physical appearance 
are not apparent. For example, people with physical handicaps might find it difficult 
to form new friendships in physical communities. In cyberspace, they will find 
themselves being treated the way they always wanted – as thinking and feeling 
beings in online communities, not as carnal vessels with a certain appearance and 
way of walking or talking (or not walking and not talking) (Rheingold, 2000). 
 
In physical communities, one first meets someone and then chooses to get to know 
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him/her. In online communities, one can get to know someone before one chooses 
to meet him/her. Interaction is encouraged much more in online communities. 
Online communities also effectively alter the way people socialise and interaction is 
made easy. Interaction between members of the community are also more mutually 
beneficial to the members and to the organisations to which they belong (Farquhar 
& Rowley, 2006). Relationships among members of online communities can be 
fostered by face-to-face interaction (Williams & Cothrel, 2000). 
 
In conclusion, bonding and culture are the two basic characteristics of communities. 
Bonding represents the strength of personal relationships between community members. 
Culture represents common values, meanings and norms shared by community 
members. In the next section, some commonly used community-building tools will be 
discussed. 
 
3.2.4. Web 2.0 and online community-building tools 
Building online communities requires certain media, or tools. Web 2.0 refers to Web tools 
that invite Web users to comment, collaborate and edit information. In contrast to a forum 
of authorities to impart information to a passive and receptive audience in Web 1.0, the 
relatively new Web 2.0 encourages the creation of a more distributed form of authority in 
which the boundaries between site creator and visitor are blurred (Oberhelman, 2007). 
Usual community-building blocks or activities include (Reinhart, 2008; Werts, 2007; 
Lessing & Scheepers, 2004:61-66; Niemand & Rensleigh, 2003): 
1. E-mail 
E-mail is probably the first application of the Internet and also the reason for most 
people to start using the Internet. It is one of the simplest and widely used 
computer-mediated communications (CMC). Within a community, an e-mail list, or 
listserve, is a tool that effectively distributes messages to people of the community. 
There is one central address to which a member of the community sends messages 
for the group. A person who receives mail has the choice to respond either to the 
sender or to the whole list of members within the community. 
     
2. Newsgroups 
Rather than cluttering a mailbox with messages from mailing lists, the user can 
follow certain topics at his or her convenience. The messages are kept on a central 
server and can be read using various newsreader programs. This is distinct from 
e-mail distribution, where messages arrive in the electronic mailbox of each listed 
member. Group projects can be created and structured to direct community 
members to participate more effectively. 
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3. Chat 
Chat programs allow community members to communicate in real time, by typing 
messages to each other. Chat can be in a public chat room, which is open to anyone, 
or a private chat room, which is only available to community members. Chat can be 
between many to many or one by one, through web-based or locally installed 
programs. For example, chat.irc.com is a website with hundreds of web-based chat 
rooms and MSN messenger a client-side installed program that enables users to 
chat in real time. 
 
4. Message boards 
The online version of a message board is similar to a message board in an office. 
Online message board communication is asynchronous and the message board 
participants do not have to be online at the same time. A message board is 
organised in a threaded or linear manner. In a threaded system, messages are 
arranged into topics and each topic is a thread. A message is attached to the 
message to which it is replying, whether or not it appears in chronological order. In a 
linear system, each posting in a given topic arrives in chronological order. The result 
is more like a conversation between community members. 
 
5. VoIP 
This means sending voice in digital form rather than in traditional analogue 
telephone networks. A significant advantage of VoIP and Internet telephony is that it 
avoids the costs charged for using the ordinary telephone service. Users save 
significant call charges, especially for long-distance and international calls. With 
sufficient Internet bandwidth, the same technology is used in video calls, which 
allow community members to have audio-visual interaction in different locations. 
 
6. Podcasting 
Podcasting is sharing easy-to-copy files through Apple iPod or other portable 
devices. Multimedia information, including motion pictures and sound, can be 
downloaded from the Internet and shared easily. 
 
7. Blogging 
Blogs are personalised online journals for individuals or groups that can be 
accessed on any computer via the Web and are open to other Web users. Blogs are 
usually stored in servers and users (or bloggers) can read and edit their blogs 
anywhere, using an appropriate device with access to the Internet. Blogging offers a 
new way of sharing and discussing information among community members, with 
great portability.     
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8. Really Simple Syndication (RSS) 
RSS is a technology that makes tracking new updates really easy. To information 
creators, it allows others to know about new articles and other Web contents on a 
Web site. To information receivers, the latest updates of information are shown in a 
small tag on their own Internet browsers. 
 
9. Wikis 
Wikis is the concept started by Wikipedia, the online encyclopaedia. To create wikis, 
a number of experts collaborate on a specific subject to compile an article. Each 
article in Wikipedia is an integrated work by its users. Every single user is able to 
edit the content. Wikis generally require one or more moderators to ensure the 
quality of information. 
 
All these tools are used to make communication easier to all community members. 
Advancement in transport and communication allow new concepts of communities, in 
which relationships do not have to be limited to spatial boundaries. Community lives are 
entwined between virtual and physical spaces. It has also made people aware of the 
importance of communities in their lives. 
 
Communities make up a large part of people’s identities and local connections are still 
key components of people’s lives. The Internet and technologies have significantly 
expanded the meaning of the term “community”. Human beings are socially oriented, 
they find online and offline social channels and attend meetings in person. People really 
want personal connections, therefore what happens online extends into their other 
activities. Social activities and community involvement are greatly encouraged by 
technologies. Since technologies are in great demand, people will need a platform to 
gain access to information, applications and services they require. Web portals are a 
technology that offers such platforms. 
 
3.3. Web Portal 
The word “portal” means a large, impressive gate or entrance to a building (The Oxford 
Advanced Learners’ Dictionary, 2005). Thus Web portals are entry points where Web 
users start browsing the Web. Web portals present information from diverse sources in a 
unified way. They provide search engines, electronic mail, digital contents, chat rooms 
and services such as news, financial indicators and weather information. Web portals 
are ICT-based interactive services that allow users to log on via computers, cell phones 
or compatible devices. 
 
Through web portals, users can easily gain access to other websites. The idea is to offer 
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everything that a Web user needs under one roof and thus retain users and ultimately 
generate more advertising revenue (Rao, 2001). Therefore the ability to retain users is 
the critical factor for Web portals’ revenue and providing as much relevant and helpful 
information and services as they can is the task of Web portal management. In the 
following section, the concept, classification, and functionalities of Web portals will be 
discussed. 
 
3.3.1. Web Portal Defined 
The Internet has paved the way for the information age. Massive amounts of information 
can be retrieved and disseminated via the Internet in real time. The volume of 
information has grown rapidly to the extent that finding information online without any 
help is painfully frustrating. 
 
Refer to table 3.1: there are several generations of Web portals. Search engines such as 
Google and Yahoo! that are content-oriented and offer relevant information to users 
using indexes and keywords are the first generations. In contrast, later generations of 
Web portals aggregate information from multiple sources and make that information 
available on a personalised and specialised level (Tatnall, 2005). The key focus of web 
portals is an integrated point of comprehensive, ubiquitous and useful access to 
information, applications and people (see figure 3.8). For many people, portals represent 
integrated desktop environments; for others, they are trading hubs or e-marketplaces 
and for some, they are communities. 
 
Table 3.1: Portal generations (Stein & Hawking, 2005:173) 
Generation Descriptor Features 
First Referential 
Generic focus 
Hierarchical catalogue of 
pages 
Pull flow 
Decision support 
Second Personalised 
Personalised focus 
Push and pull flow 
Customised distribution 
Third Interactive 
Application focused 
Collaborative flow 
Fourth Specialised 
Role focused 
Corporate applications 
Integrated workflow 
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Figure 3.8: Key focus of web portals (Saha, 1999) 
 
Web portals have two basic architectures - horizontal and vertical (Lepa, 2005:300; 
Tatnall, 2005:5; Strauss, 2002; Winkler, 2001): 
1. Horizontal portals 
Horizontal portals target the entire Web community. Horizontal portals are usually 
public websites that attempt to provide their users with all the services they might 
need. These sites usually contain search engines and give users the ability to 
personalise the page by offering various channels, such as news updates and 
regional weather. For example, Yahoo! is a horizontal portal offering information and 
services ranging from e-mail, finance, games, maps, movies, and music to real estate. 
Each user can customise his or her homepage with selected subjects. 
    
2. Vertical portals 
A vertical portal is a single page with access to all the information and applications a 
user in a specific organisation commonly needs. It will contain alerts, navigation 
tables and icons, directories, graphics and links. Vertical portals offer information and 
services customised to niche audiences about a particular area of interest. For 
example, the student portal of the University of Johannesburg (student.uj.ac.za) is a 
vertical portal for its registered students. It offers personalised information such as 
financial statements, academic history and examination timetables. 
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3.3.2. Types of web portals 
There are many types of web portals, but all web portals can be viewed as one of the 
following types (Tatnall, 2005; Wrinkler, 2001): 
1. Corporate portals 
Corporate portals or corporate desktops are usually structured around roles found 
inside an organisation. A complete corporate portal will provide efficient 
personalisation with the appropriate information for a specific role (Wojtkoski & 
Major, 2005). With appropriate software and hardware standards, corporate portals 
are integrated and intelligent desktops that are accessible from anywhere and from 
any device. Many information-centric applications, such as knowledge management, 
business intelligence and customer relationship management software, are 
deployed using a similar portal basis. 
     
2. Inter-enterprise portals 
Inter-enterprise portals (see figure 3.9) are owned and managed by a single 
enterprise but support business processes such as supply chain solutions and 
procurement among customers, partners and vendors across different enterprises. 
They are used for unified and role-based access to all forms of business 
applications and information assets (OTB Solutions, 2006). Supply chain portals 
aggregate parts, inventory and pricing information from a large number of suppliers, 
support interaction, collaboration, and dynamic partnerships and help 
manage/coordinate the end-to-end flow of the business process. 
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Figure 3.9: Inter-enterprise portal (OTB Solutions, 2006) 
 
3. E-marketplaces 
E-marketplaces are portals or trading hubs that connect buyers and sellers in virtual 
marketplaces. Such portals are able to find and access rich information about 
products on sale, participate in discussion groups with other vendors and/or buyers 
and support business processes such as ordering, tendering and supply of goods. 
E-marketplaces are designed to deal with less esoteric products such as office 
supplies (Searle, 2005). 
     
4. Personal portals 
Personal portals provide easy-to-use and attractive services to the public. Google 
(www.google.com), Yahoo! (www.yahoo.com) and MSN (www.msn.com) are portals 
providing users with a personalised first point of access to the Web. The business 
intent is to grow the portal’s user base by providing useful information and functions 
that in turn drive advertisement revenues (Rao, 2001). Following the trend towards 
mobile and pervasive computing, personal portals are increasingly embedded into 
mobile phones, wireless PDA and other portable devices. Communication, 
information and applications are made easier to access from a distance. 
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5. Community portals 
Community portals are a variant that cater to specific communities of interest by 
providing tailored content. They can be set up by local community groups such as 
Sustainable South East Queensland (www.sustainableseq.org.au) or by special 
interest groups such as Women.com (www.women.com). 
     
6. Application Service Provider (ASP) portals 
ASP servers provide integrated access to data and applications. An ASP owns and 
operates the software and maintains the servers that run the application. The 
applications are available to customers everywhere via the Internet, either in a 
browser or through some kind of thin client software. ASP portals offer users entry 
points to use various applications. For example, Google has launched its trial 
version of Google Docs (see figure 3.10), which is an ASP portal that offers 
document, spreadsheet and presentation applications online. No software 
installation is required and applications are available to users anywhere, at any time. 
 
 
Figure 3.10: Application service provider (APS) portal - Google Docs 
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3.3.3. Functionalities of web portals 
Web portals have a fairly complex structure and features, but their basic functions and 
elements are relatively easy to define (Roal et al., 2002). Firstly, from an operational 
perspective, the strength of a web portal lies in its ability to provide web-based access to 
required information, applications and processes. Secondly, from a functional 
perspective, it leverages existing information systems, data stores, networks, 
workstations, servers and applications, as well as other knowledge bases to give each 
user immediate access to an invaluable set of corporate data. 
 
Chisenga (2004:97) refers to “Building successful portals”, in which six major 
characteristics of portals can be identified: 
? Personalisation for end users 
? Organisation of the desk top 
? Resource division 
? Tracking activities 
? Access and display of stored data 
? Location of important people and things. 
 
Figure 3.12 gives a more detailed explanation of portal features. Portal features are 
grouped into six categories, namely information, application, collaboration, access and 
integration, presentation and system management. The following is a definition of each: 
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Figure 3.11: Portal services (Adapted from Saha, 1999) 
 
1. Information services 
These include four main activities: aggregation, content management, search and 
data mining. 
? Aggregation: The most basic function of the portal is to aggregate a wide variety 
of active as well as passive contents (Muller, 2007). A portal should be able to 
integrate information from disparate sources. Users should also be able to use 
this information optimally (Winkler, 2001). The system must support all document 
types and formats – audio, video, image, text, postscripts etc. from a user’s 
perspective; access must be transparent and seamless. Push technology is an 
emerging trend: users receive information automatically from service providers. 
A user is able to subscribe to active information sources such as news updates 
or ask to be alerted when documents are updated. For example, RSS is a push 
technology protocol widely used by information providers, including the BBC and 
CNN, to notify readers of the latest news updates. 
 
 
? Content management: A portal needs to consist of well-defined processes and 
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tools that support the collaborative activities of content creators and site 
administrators. These activities control content delivery to the user by increasing 
value through appropriate content reuse and personalisation. 
    
? Search: This is the fundamental component of a portal (Moon & Burstein, 
2005:274). It can be found in most successful personal portals such as Yahoo! 
and Google. It means that a successful portal should support its users with 
efficient search and navigation for information. Portals should also automatically 
present their users with the information appropriate to the user’s role (Winkler, 
2001). 
    
? Data mining: This entails Business intelligence tools to identify patterns and 
relationships in data and interaction. Meaningful data patterns and trends bear 
value for a company’s marketing, sales and customer care activities (Gu, 
2001:224). Another emerging trend is logging of click-stream data so that it can 
be mined to enhance e-commerce revenue. The more a web link is clicked by 
users, the more the topic is proved to be interesting and thus possesses more 
commercial value. 
        
2. Application services 
These services offer access to applications that are not installed on users’ 
workstations. It simplifies management and deployment of applications that are 
hosted externally by the organisation’s Web application server or ASP. As these 
application service platforms mature beyond simple bundling and shared services, 
they will become true service-oriented architecture platforms (Root, 2005). 
    
3. Collaboration services 
Portals may need to support real time collaboration so that it is easy for users to find 
colleagues, partners, customers and suppliers online and communicate with them 
regardless of where they are working. Portals provide the user community with 
building tools such as discussion forums, file sharing, surveys and polls, task and 
event management, wiki and blogging (Muller, 2007). 
    
   Collaboration services are important for knowledge management. Collaboration of 
expertise within an organisation is a major challenge for the knowledge industries, 
such as legal and engineering enterprises. Portals can maintain profiles that can be 
queried directly by users to locate experts by skill, experience, project, education, job 
description and many other attributes. 
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4. Access and integration services 
These services are often not known to portal users, but they are crucial to make 
portal users’ experience simpler, easier and faster. 
? Categorisation: This is a taxonomy that is easy for users to navigate and can 
effectively handle the ever increasing amount of data and applications. 
Categories may be user-or administrator-defined. 
 
? Personalisation: This is critical to the delivery of appropriate information to portal 
users. Each user gets the information specifically tailored to his or her needs 
(Moon & Burstein, 2005:275). Personalisation should be based on users’ roles 
and personal preferences. Personalisation could be in navigation, content, 
and/or layout. Personalised navigation offers shortcuts to specific information, 
also known as bookmarks or favourites. Personalised content means to specify 
the content to be received, such as which stock or currency update to be shown. 
Personalised layout means to specify how information appears and where it is 
on the screen, in which format, colour and size (Winkler, 2001). 
        
Personalisation can be designed or voluntary. Designed personalisation means 
information and/or appearance is pre-determined according to the individual’s 
role (Chisenga, 2004:98). For example, in a corporate portal, a warehouse clerk 
is able to access inventory information, but not personnel information; a human 
resource clerk is able to access personnel information, but not inventory 
information. Voluntary personalisation means portal users decide what and how 
information is presented. For example, My Yahoo! is a personal portal where a 
user decides on content and appearance to be presented on the portal page. 
    
? Security and network: A portal may provide access to many different applications 
from many different web sites. Access to these applications should form a 
seamless network without compromising security. Also, a key portal requirement 
is single sign-on, in which a user logs on once to gain access to all portal 
resources. Therefore access filtration must be based on user profiles and the 
organisation’s information policies to prevent information theft or vandalism. 
 
? Work flow, messaging and application integration: Portals can help activities and 
processes across organisations to function in an integrated manner. The portal 
server ensures consistent messages and views for roaming users. Different 
applications and events can also be coordinated via a portal as a central point. A 
focus on using portals that expose and/or automate the core business process is 
an evolution towards process portals (Root, 2005). 
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? Device support: Portals must support access to data, applications and people via 
a variety of devices including phone, pagers, fax, hand held devices, laptops, 
desktops, workstations and servers. Trans-coding services are required to filter 
or convert contents to match the form factor and capabilities of the target device. 
Alternatively, the appropriate type of content may be selected to best suit a 
particular device type. 
 
? Metadata: This is data about the data. Metadata are used to identify, classify and 
manage documents (Farrar, 2007). Content search, aggregation and integration 
greatly rely on metadata. Applications also often use metadata to implement 
enhanced functions, such as tracking changes and adding comments to 
documents. Therefore it is necessary for portals to manage metadata in an 
integrated and cohesive manner. 
 
5. Presentation services 
Presentation services manage the look and feel of the portal interface and enhance 
users’ experience. Users at various levels may wish to tailor the look and feel of the 
user interface. For example, My Yahoo! is a web portal that allows individual users to 
customise their own portal pages with different colours, layouts, content and many 
more. 
    
6. System management services 
All portals should support a variety of system management tools to ensure sound 
management of the portal systems. Portals are supposed to be able to track users’ 
individual usage, interests and behaviour. In return, portal users enjoy personalised 
information and services (Chisenga, 2004:99). System management services 
include: 
? Notification: This means to notify users when changes are made to the portal, 
such as when a new application is available to them. 
 
? Logging: This is, for example, usage records of users, groups, applications and 
contents that are kept to bill, debug and trace portal activities. 
    
? User registration: This is used to register, collect and manage users’ information. 
 
? Subscription: This allows subscription to specific types of content and notifies 
users when such content is available. Alternatively, the content is routed to users 
automatically, using push technologies. 
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? Workspace allocation: This allocates and manages resources for portal users, 
such as a user’s workspace and disk quotas in the portal server. 
 
 
Most of the functionalities are not new, but concern the idea that the business value of 
the whole is considerably more than the sum of separate parts. A successful portal not 
only consists of good integration of information resources, it also consists of a 
well-integrated mixture of portal functionalities. As portals have expanded from content 
aggregation to application enablement and business process automation, portals’ 
functionalities are shifting towards back-end systems and enable true self-service (Root, 
2005). Ambitious firms are also extending their portals to partners and customers to build 
communities and foster business relationships. 
 
Communities are tight formations of members that share common interests. As 
discussed earlier, common interests can be based on physical or virtual areas. The 
boundary between physical and virtual space is also blurring. Members of communities 
rely on shared experience and communication to create and maintain a sense of 
community. Web portals offer another dimension of sharing and communication for 
specific groups of people. 
 
3.4. Web portals for online communities 
The Internet is made by and for people and is used in similar ways. Throughout the world, 
frequent users tend to use the Internet in multiple ways – socially, instrumentally and 
recreationally – and to combine it with face-to-face and telephone contact (Wellman, 
Boase & Chen, 2002). Communication between individuals in different parts of the world 
has never been easier. 
 
The globe is smaller and people are better connected, but individualism is rising faster 
than ever. Changing lifestyles, communication technologies and the global economy are 
all coming together to create a sense of individualism that is transforming the world. The 
world is occupied by six billion individuals; no matter how off the beaten track their 
choices, they can now find hundreds of thousands of people who share common 
interests. In fact, by the time a trend hits one percent, it is ready to spawn a hit movie, 
best-selling book or new political movement (Penn, 2007). It is therefore easy to 
like-minded people to form an online community via web portals. It is already possible to 
connect members who are spread all over the world. 
 
Web portals for different online communities have to be designed differently to cater for 
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different groups of people and serve different purposes. There are two types of online 
communities by the nature of their existence: physically based online communities and 
online communities of interest. Physically based online communities are electronic 
communication channels for physical groups of people such as those from particular 
cities and universities. Their members are usually local residents in the case of cities and 
students in the case of universities. In contrast, members of online communities of 
interest might never meet one another in person and their interaction is limited to the 
scope of their interests. Below is a discussion of each type of online community portal. 
 
3.4.1. Web portals for physically based communities 
The Intelligent Community Forum named Taipei as recipient of its 2006 Intelligent 
Community of the Year award. Taipei is the capital of Taiwan and the city has a 
population of 2.6 million people. As a result, it has a population density of 9,600 people 
per square kilometer land and a vehicle density of 1,058 vehicles per square kilometer 
on city roads (Ma, 2004). Given Taipei’s extremely limited physical space, local 
government has diverted development policies into cyberspace. 
 
The “MyTaipei” web portal is part of the city’s cyber city plan. This portal is designed with 
the vision to promote public welfare and enrich the lives of Taipei’s residents. Municipal 
information and services are widely available to the public over the Internet. The ultimate 
goal is to create a ubiquitous network of public services and decrease the use of roads 
(Ma, 2004). From an environmental friendliness perspective, ubiquitous networks of 
public services, together with an efficient public transportation system, can greatly 
reduce paper-work and travelling, which would mean less pressure on the environment. 
 
Poor service delivery is probably the most frustrating issue for community residents. 
Poor service delivery is often the result of insufficient information or poor communication 
between relevant authorities and residents. For example, a damaged traffic light could 
cause severe traffic delays or even accidents. If not reported, the road agency might not 
realise the traffic light needs to be repaired and traffic police might not realise the specific 
road needs to be attended to. On the other hand, many public facilities such as clinics, 
libraries and city halls are often under-utilised because residents might not be aware of 
such facilities in the community. 
 
The “MyTaipei” web portal provides information and communication channels among 
citizens, businesses and government agencies. Residents are able to find information on 
all aspects of the city;s life, including entertainment, education, health care, transport 
facilities and events closest to them. Residents can also use services online such as 
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reporting cases to the police, reporting faulty road infrastructure, renewing vehicle 
licenses, applying for social grants and many more. This can greatly improve information 
and communication services and consequently residents’ community experience. 
 
Web portals for physically based communities offer residents and authorities real time 
information and communication and therefore higher efficiency. For example, when a 
Taipei resident with a disability applies for a disability grant, the person can fill in the 
application form online and post the relevant documents to the Taipei social benefit 
agency. The processing time is seven days (MyTaipei, 2007). In comparison for a similar 
disability grant in South Africa, which cannot be applied for online, the standard 
processing time is 35 days (South African Government Online, 2008). 
 
Online services have advantages in respect of cutting down travelling, paperwork and 
processing time. Using the disability grant example: 
? Application information is obtained online. Applicants know exactly which documents 
are required for the grant and to which office to apply. There will not be any 
unnecessary travelling, queuing and waiting at a counter or information desk. 
 
? The application form is filled in online, applicants save the time of travelling and 
queuing to collect, fill and hand in application forms. Officers in the social benefit 
agency do not need to battle with untidy handwriting or have to capture the data on 
application forms manually. 
 
? While the applicants are posting relevant documents, officers in the social benefit 
agency can check information provided by applicants, such as confirming 
employment records with employers and medical records with clinics. Applications 
can be processed with minimum travelling for applicants and paperwork for the social 
benefit agent. 
 
Web portals for physically based communities are designed to establish efficient 
information and communication channels for all interested parties in the communities – 
the government, businesses, residents and visitors. 
 
 
3.4.2. Web portals for online communities of interest 
Forbes Magazine named Alibaba.Com the best retailing B2B directory in its Best of the 
Web websites reviews in 2008. Alibaba.Com is a Web portal dedicated to international 
trading for small and medium businesses around the world. Founded in Hangzhou, 
eastern China in 1999, Alibaba.Com has become the world’s premier trading web portal 
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for small businesses. Importers, exporters, distributors, manufacturers and retailers can 
find trading opportunities on this web portal (Forbes, 2008). 
 
Alibaba.Com has since developed into a group of six companies with over 4,000 
employees in 33 cities around the world. Alibaba.Com is still the flagship business of the 
Alibaba group. This Web portal is designed with the vision of providing an efficient and 
trusted platform connecting small and medium buyers and suppliers from China and 
around the world. This virtual marketplace www.alibaba.com expanded internationally 
and by June 30, 2007 formed a community of over 24 million members from over 200 
countries and regions (Alibaba, 2008). 
 
The success of the Alibaba group is based on providing a Web portal for online 
communities of interest. The members are from very different backgrounds and places 
around the world, but they have the same interest – small businesses seeking business 
opportunities. Alibaba.Com successfully offers small businesses contact with hundreds 
of thousands of other businesses around the world. Most importantly, these businesses 
are also visible to hundreds of thousands of other businesses around the world. This was 
virtually impossible for an individual small business to achieve in the past. 
 
Web portals provide platforms for online communities of interest to share information 
electronically. Members can find information and contribute relevant information to 
others via Web portals. In addition, Web portals help to establish global online 
communities via instant communication, interaction and the exchange of information and 
ideas (O’Murchu, Breslin & Decker, 2004). 
 
Web portals for online communities of interest, such as Alibaba.Com, offer some unique 
advantages to their member businesses (Uzokwelu & Gunnarsdottir, 2001): 
? The searching costs previously incurred by sellers are reduced. Businesses spend 
lots of time and money in an effort to acquire information on customers’ shopping 
patterns and preferences. Web portals offer member businesses the opportunityto 
obtain such information at minimum cost. The information that was gathered can 
assist businesses to reach their target customers more effectively or even to find 
new markets. 
 
? The perceived risk of purchasing is reduced. Web portals provide an environment of 
information exchange between member businesses. Questions and issues a 
potential buyer might have can be raised and answered within the Web portal, 
resulting in higher confidence in purchasing decisions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
69 
 
? Building a reputation is fast. Businesses that deliver excellent value to customers 
will be highly rewarded in a virtual community environment. Member businesses are 
quick to spread information between themselves. 
 
Online communities are a new means of socialising and networking. Online communities 
can make it easier to join and connect to new people in a similar geographical area and 
to share common interests and join various urban tribes. 
 
Computer networks and social networks resonate with one another. Communities and 
societies have been changing towards “networked individualism”. The modern social 
system – at work and at home and elsewhere – have moved from being bound up in 
hierarchically arranged groups to being social networks. In networked societies, linkages 
switch between multiple networks, hierarchies are flatter and time and space are 
compressed. 
 
 
3.5. Summary 
ICTs are developing into personalisation, wireless, portable and ubiquitous Internet 
connectivity. These all facilitate networked individualism as the basis of communities. 
Because connections are to people and not to places, computer-supported 
communication will be everywhere, but it will be situated nowhere (Wellman, Boase & 
Chen, 2002). 
 
Ubiquitous connectivity implies a seamless network of information coverage. People’s 
living space is inevitably extended from physical to cyber. Given the fact that every 
person is involved in various communities, having integrated access to various 
information sources is important. Web portals offer a new approach to information, 
application and communication. 
 
Online communities are changing the way people live and web portals are changing the 
way they approach information and communication. Human societies seem to be even 
more fragmented than before and yet to have new orders. The researcher believes that it 
is a reconstruction process driven by ICTs. This transforming stage is providing ample 
opportunities for small businesses around the world. 
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CHAPTER 4 
INFORMATION RESOURCE AND SMALL BUSINESS 
 
4.1. Introduction 
The demise of apartheid in the early 1990s left South Africa with an indelible social and 
economic legacy. South Africa is characterised by high levels of unemployment and 
underemployed. This has been exacerbated by large enterprises in the formal economy, 
especially mining, which have restructured and downsized over the last two decades, 
making unemployment one of the most important challenges for South Africa. 
 
It is accepted worldwide that small businesses play an essential if not critical role in the 
economic and social development of a country. This also holds true for South Africa, 
where the small business sector was neglected following the discovery of diamonds and 
gold and the establishment of a modern, capitalist economy. It cannot be denied that large 
industrial and mining enterprises played a significant role in the growth of the South 
African economy. However, the small business sector is an important force used to 
generate employment, bring about more equitable income distribution, drive competition 
and improve productivity; it is a tool that could ultimately break down South Africa's legacy 
of big business domination which led to constrained competition and an unequal 
distribution of income and wealth. 
 
In South Africa, companies not registered for value-added tax (VAT) are typically small 
companies with an annual turnover of less than 300,000 rand. There has been a 
decrease in the number of non-VAT-registered companies. In a South African survey in 
2001, a total of 2,385,751 persons were running non-VAT registered businesses in South 
Africa, but the same survey in 2005 indicated a total of 1,747,578 persons who were 
running non-VAT-registered businesses. It is not just against the global trend but also 
surprising, since one would expect some growth in the number of small businesses, 
similar to the population growth. Some researchers suggest that this decline was caused 
by a low entrepreneurship level and the failure of small business support agencies 
(Statistic SA, 2006). 
 
On the other hand, a modern enterprise is viewed as a mechanism for “information 
processing”. This process indicates that the enterprise is sensitive to external 
information, which is learnt to enable the enterprise to adapt to changes in the 
environment. During this process, the enterprise not merely processes information, but 
also interprets it and thus creates new knowledge to which it must adapt. Both the 
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internal and external environment are defined and re-created in information processing 
(Steyn, 2003:48). 
 
In this chapter, the importance, definitions, challenges and competitive advantages of 
small businesses will be discussed, with the emphasis on the retail industry in South 
Africa. Information required by small businesses and their challenges in obtaining 
information will be discussed. Finally, various small business development agencies and 
the reasons for failure in small business support structures will be evaluated. 
 
 
4.2. The role of small business in South African economy 
Entrepreneurship and small businesses are important components for the functioning of 
an economy. Evidence indicates that they are the leaders in providing the breakthrough 
innovations that underlie economic growth. They can be considered focal points and 
critical strategic entities for economic development. At the other extreme, they are one 
refuge for the impoverished and the unemployed, who can turn to starting up a business 
as the only available source of income and a possible way out of poverty (Baumol, 
2006). 
 
4.2.1. Importance of small businesses 
As early as 1912, a famous economist, Joseph, A. Schumpeter, in his book “The Theory 
of Economic Development”, emphasised the role of entrepreneurship and innovation as 
a prime cause of economic development that cannot be neglected. Without these, 
economic growth is severely limited, with a consequent decline in economic welfare 
(Thurik & Wennekers, 2004; Waters, 1991:393). Schumpeter, in his 1942 book 
“Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy”, also describes how large corporations 
outperform their smaller counterparts in the innovation and appropriating process 
through a strong positive feedback loop from innovation to increased research and 
development activities (Thurik & Wennekers, 2004; Laumas, 1991:408). 
 
The role of small businesses as the main supplier of employment and hence of social 
and political stability diminished as large firms gained their powerful position in the 1960s 
and 1970s. However, economic activities started shifting away from large corporations to 
small businesses in the 1970s and 1980s. The evidence cited most often is that the 
employment share of the five hundred largest firms, the so-called Fortune 500, dropped 
from 20% in 1970 to 8.5% in 1996 (Carlsson, 1999). 
 
In the United States, the number of companies increased from 5,276,964 in 1994 to 
5,885,784 in 2004, which translates to over 60,000 new companies every year. Most of 
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the new companies have a hundred employees or fewer (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). 
The same trend is observed in other countries. In Greece, the business owners per 
labour force increased from 0.161 in 1972 to 0.182 in 1986, to 0.191 in 2000. The 23 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries’ average 
increased from 0.098 in 1972 to 0.107 in 2000 (Van Stel, 2003:52). Figures show that the 
numbers of companies are increasing, the workforce is increasing, but the average 
number of employees per company is decreasing. Changes in this labour/business 
ownership ratio clearly indicate that the size of an average business is becoming smaller. 
 
In South Africa, small businesses accounted for 28% of the gross domestic product 
(GDP) and medium businesses accounted for 13% in 1998. Small and medium 
businesses also for nearly 73% of GDP in the community, social and personal services 
industries. In agriculture, trade and construction, small and medium businesses also 
contribute over 60% of the GDP in each industry segment (Herbst, 2001:111). In a 2004 
review, small businesses contributed 56% to the total GDP in South Africa (Hill, 2005). 
Another SME survey by World Wide Worx (2003), indicated that 58.3% of the total 
numbers respondents are companies with 20 employees or fewer. It is therefore 
apparent that small businesses in South Africa are becoming increasingly significant. 
 
Thomas M. Sullivan, Chief Counsel for Advocacy at the U.S. Small Business 
Administration, said: “Small businesses innovate and create new jobs at a faster rate 
than their larger competitors. They are nimble, creative, and a vital part of every 
community across the country” (U.S. Small Business Administration, 2006). Small 
businesses are both a vehicle for entrepreneurship and an important source of 
employment and income worldwide. In view of South Africa’s high unemployment rate, 
promoting small businesses can be a strategy to absorb the under-utilised workforce in 
South Africa. 
 
Another survey conducted by Statistics South Africa in 2005 found that there were an 
estimated 1.7 million non-VAT-registered businesses in 2005: 51.7% of them in 
wholesale and retail. Owners of 67.2% of these businesses claimed the reason for 
starting a business was unemployment and 77% of them did not keep transaction 
records (Statistics SA, 2006). These seemingly contradicting statistics indicate two 
interesting issues: 
? The definition of a small business is not consistent in different surveys 
? The estimated 1.7 million non-VAT-registered businesses are often not included in 
business surveys. 
 
It has come to the researcher’s attention that the sample of the SME Survey of the World 
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Wide Worx (2003) was generated from Netsurit’s SME database of more than 25,000 
companies that made use of information technology solutions.  
 
It is therefore reasonable to assume that the 77% of non-VAT-registered businesses that 
do not keep transaction records would not be included in business databases such as 
Netsurit. In the following sections, definitions of small businesses and challenges to 
small businesses will be discussed. 
 
4.2.2. Define a small business 
There is no generally agreed or universally applicable definition of small businesses 
despite their importance. “Small” has different meanings in different countries. When a 
“small business” is mentioned, it usually includes small, medium and macro enterprises 
(SMEs). Numerous factors related to a given socio-economic environment influence the 
definition of a small business. South African income tax legislation defines a small 
business as a company with a gross income of less than 14 million rand a year, but for 
the tax amnesty that ended in June 2007, the limit was a turnover of less than 10 million 
rand (King, 2007). The definition might also change over time. For example, South 
Africa’s National Small Business Act defines a medium business in retail, the motor trade 
and repair services as a company with fewer than 100 full time employees, an annual 
turnover of less than 30 million rand or total gross assets of 5 million rand or less. In the 
2004 amendment, the figures were changed to 200 employees, a turnover of 39 million 
rand, and gross assets of 6 million rand (National Small Business Act; 1996; National 
Small Business Amendment Act, 2004). 
 
Definitions for small businesses also vary in different countries, regions and industries. 
For example, in the United States, a small business is defined as a company with fewer 
than 500 employees or an annual turnover of 6 million U.S. dollars in the retail, trade or 
service industries or 28.5 million U.S. dollars in the manufacturing industries (U.S. Small 
Business Administration, 2007). In England, a medium business is defined as a 
company with fewer than 100 employees in the retail and trade industries, 500 
employees in manufacturing, and 250 employees in other industries (Department for 
Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform, 2007). In Japan, small and medium 
businesses have more detailed definitions. In general, a company with fewer than 300 
employees or capital of less than 300 million Japanese yen is considered to be a 
medium business (Japan Small Business Research Institute, 2007). Table 4.1 is a 
comparison of definitions of small and medium businesses from different countries. 
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Table 4.1: Comparison of small and medium businesses as defined in different countries 
Country Industry No. of 
Employees 
Annual 
Turnover 
Capital 
USA  
(USSBA, 2007) 
Retail & Trade 
Service 
Manufacturing 
<500 
<500 
 
<US$ 6 m 
<US$ 6 m 
<US$ 28.5 m 
 
UK 
(DBERR, 2007) 
Retail & Trade 
Manufacturing 
Others 
<100 
<500 
<250 
  
Japan 
(JSBRI, 2007) 
Retail 
Service 
Wholesale 
Manufacturing 
<50 
<100 
<100 
<300 
 <¥ 50 m 
<¥ 50 m 
<¥ 100 m 
<¥ 300 m 
RSA 
(NSBAA, 2004) 
Retail & Motor Trade & Repair 
Services 
Community, Social & Personal 
Services 
Manufacturing 
 
<200 
 
<200 
<200 
 
<R39 m 
 
<R13 m 
<R51 m 
 
 
In the South African context, small businesses are defined further into four categories, 
namely medium enterprises, small enterprises, micro enterprises and survivalist 
enterprises: (OECD, 2007; Olivier, 2006; Von Broembsen, Wood & Herrington, 2005). 
Refer to table 4.2, where the definitions of small businesses in different categories and 
industries are compared. 
 
1. Medium enterprises 
These are typically companies with fewer than 200 full-time employees. They are 
basically owner/manager-controlled. The shareholding or community control base can 
be complex. Decentralised power, an additional management layer and a greater 
division of labour are the main differences between small and medium-sized 
businesses. A more complete separation of ownership and management is often the 
natural barrier between medium and large businesses. 
 
2. Small enterprises 
These constitute the bulk of established businesses, with employment of between 11 
and 50 individuals. The enterprises are owner-managed or directly controlled by the 
owner and/or family and likely to operate from business or industrial premises, be 
tax-registered and meet other requirements for formal registration. Classification in 
terms of assets and turnover is difficult, given the wide differences in various business 
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sectors such as retailing, manufacturing, professional services and construction. The 
upper limit is 50 employees. Small enterprises are generally better established than 
very small enterprises and exhibit more complex business practices. 
    
3. Very small enterprises 
These generally have fewer than 2 paid employees. They usually operate in the 
formal market and have access to modem technologies. They are often established 
by artisans and professionals such as film producers, fashion designers and 
attorneys. Very small businesses absorb 23% of the workforce in South Africa, in 
particular 41% of the workforce in the community, social and personal services 
(OECD, 2007: 74). 
     
4. Micro-enterprise 
These often involve only the owner, some family member(s) and at the most one or 
two paid employees. They usually lack 'formality' in terms of business licenses, VAT 
registration, formal business premises, operating permits and accounting procedures. 
Most of them have a limited capital base and only rudimentary technical or business 
skills among their operators. Examples of micro-enterprises are spaza shops, 
household industries, and minibuses/taxis. However, many micro-enterprises 
advance into viable small businesses. Earning levels of micro-enterprises differ widely, 
depending on the particular sector, the growth phase of the business and access to 
relevant support. Micro-enterprises are the biggest employers in the employment 
market. They absorb as much as 33% of the workforce, in particular 45% in 
community, social and personal services and 44% in trade, catering and 
accommodation (OECD, 2007: 74). 
    
5. Survivalist enterprises 
These comprise activities by people unable to find a paid job or get into an economic 
sector of their choice. Income generated from these activities usually falls far short of 
even a minimum income standard, with little capital invested, virtually no skills training 
in the particular field and only limited opportunities for growth into a viable business. 
Poverty and the attempt to survive are the main characteristics of this category of 
enterprise. A large number of people are involved in survivalist activities and this 
constitutes a vast challenge for society. This category is considered 
pre-entrepreneurial and includes hawkers, vendors and subsistence farmers. In 
South Africa, an unusually high proportion of entrepreneurs fit into this category: 45% 
of South Africa's entrepreneurs are necessity-driven (Von Broembsen, Wood & 
Herrington, 2005: 18-19). 
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Table 4.2 Definitions of small businesses according to industry sector (National Small 
Business Amendment Act, 2004) 
Sector/Sub-sectors 
in accordance with 
the Standard 
Industrial 
Classification 
Size or class 
Total full-time 
number of paid 
employees 
Fewer than 
Total annual 
turnover Less 
than 
Total gross asset 
value (fixed 
property 
excluded) Less 
than 
Agriculture 
Medium 
Small 
Very Small 
Micro 
100 
50 
10 
5 
R 5.00 m 
R 3.00 m 
R 0.50 m 
R 0.20 m 
R 5.00 m 
R 3.00 m 
R 0.50 m 
R 0.10 m 
Mining and 
Quarrying 
Medium 
Small 
Very Small 
Micro 
200 
50 
20 
5 
R90.00 m 
R10.00 m 
R 0.40 m 
R 0.20 m 
R 90.00 m 
R 6.00 m 
R 2.00 m 
R 0.10 m 
Manufacturing 
Medium 
Small 
Very Small 
Micro 
200 
50 
20 
5 
R 51.00 m 
R 13.00m 
R 5.00 m 
R 0.20 m 
R 19.00 m 
R 5.00 m 
R 2.00 m 
R 0.10 m 
Electricity, Gas 
and Water 
Medium 
Small 
Very Small 
Micro 
200 
50 
20 
5 
R 51.00 m 
R 13.00 m 
R 5.10 m 
R 0.20 m 
R 19.00 m 
R 5.00 m 
R 1.90 m 
R 0.10 m 
Construction 
Medium 
Small 
Very Small 
Micro 
200 
50 
20 
5 
R 26.00 m 
R 6.00 m 
R 3.00 m 
R 0.20 m 
R 5.00 m 
R 1.00 m 
R 0.50 m 
R 0.10 m 
Retail and Motor 
Trade and Repair 
Services 
Medium 
Small 
Very Small 
Micro 
200 
50 
20 
5 
R 39.00 m 
R19.00 m 
R 4.00 m 
R 0.20 m 
R 6.00 m 
R 3.00 m 
R 0.60 m 
R 0.10 m 
Wholesale 
Trade, 
Commercial 
Agents and 
Allied Services 
Medium 
Small 
Very Small 
Micro 
200 
50 
20 
5 
R 64.00 m 
R 32.00 m 
R 6.00 m 
R 0.20 m 
R 10.00 m 
R 5.00 m 
R 0.60 m 
R 0.10 m 
Catering, 
Accommodation 
and other Trade 
Medium 
Small 
Very Small 
200 
50 
20 
R 13.00 m 
R 6.00 m 
R 5.10 m 
R 3.00 m 
R 1.00 m 
R 0.90 m 
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Micro 5 R 0.20 m R 0.10 m 
Transport, 
Storage and 
Communications
Medium 
Small 
Very Small 
Micro 
200 
50 
20 
5 
R 20.00 m 
R 10.00 m 
R 2.00 m 
R 0.15 m 
R 6.00 m 
R 3.00 m 
R 0.60 m 
R 0.10 m 
Finance and 
Business 
Services 
Medium 
Small 
Very Small 
Micro 
200 
50 
20 
5 
R 26.00 m 
R13.00 m 
R 3.00 m 
R 0.20 m 
R 5.00 m 
R 3.00 m 
R 0.50 m 
R 0.10 m 
Community, 
Social and 
Personal 
Services 
Medium 
Small 
Very Small 
Micro 
200 
50 
20 
5 
R 13.00 m 
R 6.00 m 
R 1.00 m 
R 0.15 m 
R 6.00 m 
R 3.00 m 
R 0.60 m 
R 0.10 m 
 
 
Refer to chart 4.1 below, which indicates that South Africa’s employment rate has droped 
despite the growth in GDP. It is clear that although small and medium businesses do not 
contribute to the GDP as much as larger enterprises, larger enterprises, in turn, do not 
absorb as much of the workforce as small businesses. Small businesses are the biggest 
employers and they are critical for the employment scenario in South Africa.  
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Chart 4.1: Changes in GDP in relation to change in employment 1980-2004 (1980=100) 
(Kubheka, 2006) 
 
The fact that 45% of South Africa's entrepreneurs are necessity-driven indicates that the 
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country’s businesses are not absorbing a sufficient part of the work force. Small 
businesses have proven to be an ideal instrument for absorbing the labour force. Very 
small and micro-businesses have the highest absorption rates for the workforce in the 
South African context (OECD, 2007: 74). The empirical research of this study will pay 
special attention to these segments of small business. 
 
4.2.3. Challenges to small business 
Since small businesses are important in work force absorption, it is important to 
acknowledge that there are various obstacles in the development of small business. The 
following are some of the factors that serve as constraints to small businesses (Small 
and Medium Enterprise Administration, 2007; Olivier, 2006; the DTI, 2005): 
1. Finance restrictions 
During 1998 and 1999 South Africa experienced high interest rates and there was an 
almost 15% increase in the number of liquidations of small businesses and a 55% 
increase in voluntary liquidations. This is an indication of the inability of small 
businesses to withstand changes in the financial environment (Olivier, 2006: 114). 
    
There are various aspects of financial management, such as projecting finance 
requirements, finding sources of finance, evaluating financial performance, managing 
company assets and insurance. The issue of sources of finance is particularly difficult 
for small businesses. Although various sources of financing are available, financing 
channels for small businesses are very limited. Small businesses usually rely on 
individual investors, including personal savings, friends and relatives (Longenecker, 
Moore & Petty, 2003:17). In South Africa, only between 10% and 15% of small 
business applications for bank loans obtain financing. In addition, only 2% of 
businesses in Gauteng received bank loans in a measure of all businesses (King, 
2007). The reason for the low loan rate to small businesses is usually lack of security 
or guarantees. Since most banks have small business banking divisions, the 
interaction between banks and small businesses requires structural change to clear 
the impasse in this financing channel. 
 
On the other hand, poor financial knowledge is also common among small 
businesses. The banking industry is risk-averse. Small businesses often do not have 
sound business plans and a proper cash flow (King 2007). Therefore they experience 
difficulties when attempting to obtain loans from banks or government and private 
agencies. Therefore developing, financial skills is also critical to small businesses. 
 
2. Barrier to access information and markets 
Small businesses have similar information needs to their bigger counterparts. They 
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all need information relating to markets, technologies, socio-economic issues, politics, 
investment, competitors, industries and human resources. However, small 
businesses are in a weaker position when it comes to acquiring the relevant 
equipment and employees. Lack of access to information and markets is interrelated. 
For example, for a small business to bid for a government tender, it has to know 
about the tender and the tender requirements, then it has to prepare the tender, for 
which the costs are often high (Olivier, 2006:114). 
 
It is therefore important for small businesses to establish alternative access to 
information. Networking and strengthening cohesion among and between small 
businesses and government/non-government support agencies are an effective 
alternative. Through networks of small businesses and support agencies, information, 
knowledge and experience can be shared effectively in terms of time, effort and 
money. 
    
3. Barriers to human resource development 
Human resources are one of the most important capitals in any business. Small 
businesses are in a particularly disadvantaged position when it comes to acquiring 
skills and skilled labour. In South Africa, the situation has been worsened by low skill 
levels and the emigration if skilled labour. Only 8.4% of the total population over 20 
years of age had some form of tertiary education and 18% did not have any formal 
schooling in 2001 (Fourie, 2006:29). In other words, only 8% of the population in 
South Africa has some form of professional training. These figures are worsened by 
the fact that 2,891 engineers and architects, 2,559 medical, dental and health care 
professionals and 5,547 education and humanities professionals emigrated from 
South Africa from1994 to 2000 (Fourie, 2006:27). 
 
Small businesses usually do not have the capacity and funds to train unskilled 
employees and wait for them to gain adequate knowledge and understanding to a 
professional level. South Africa’s skills shortage is certainly difficult for small business 
management in South Africa. 
 
4. Lower productivity 
Skills shortages result in low productivity in South Africa. It has been proven that the 
more educated a person, the more likely he/she is to start a business and the more 
likely to be employed (Von Broembsen, Wood & Herrington, 2005:7). Tertiary 
education equips people with knowledge and understanding on professional levels 
and results in higher productivity and value creation. On the other hand, South Africa 
also has the lowest entrepreneurial activity rate of all developing countries (Von 
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Broembsen, Wood & Herrington, 2005:22). A low entrepreneurship level implies that 
people do not have the skills and attitude necessary for problem-solving and 
innovation, which are the driving forces of small businesses. Lower productivity is 
certainly an unfavourable condition for small businesses in South Africa. 
 
5. Hindering government regulations 
The government plays a critical role in the promotion of small businesses in a country. 
The South African government has various initiatives to promote small businesses 
but many of these projects have so far failed to achieve their objectives. The reasons 
for failing include lack of understanding of the scale and intensity of support required 
by small businesses, an excessively centralised and bureaucratic approach towards 
the management of the project and the development process, insufficient targets of 
projects that seek to achieve too wide an array of objectives and lack of recognition of 
the limitations of direct interventions in the face of a macro-economic and regulatory 
environment (South African Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 1999:3). 
 
There are various aspects of government regulations, such as labour, finance, 
taxation and the judicial process, that directly or indirectly hamper the development of 
small businesses in South Africa. One of the most significant examples is labour 
regulations. South Africa’s prevailing labour legislation influences small business 
development negatively in that (Rogerson, 2008): 
? It imposes significant additional direct costs on businesses 
? There is a high hassle factor associated with compliance 
? The legislation deprives owners and managers of some of the control and 
flexibility they perceive as being both desirable and necessary for effective 
running of their businesses. 
 
Similar constraints can be found in finance, taxation, the judicial process and other 
regulations. As a result, resources being devoted to projects are insufficient to ensure 
success, initiatives are not accessible to small businesses and some project 
objectives even conflict with others. 
 
Challenges to small businesses in South Africa can be summarised as poor 
communication between organisations, poor access to information for businesses and 
lack of entrepreneurial training and education for individuals. On the other hand, small 
businesses also have advantages when competing against their bigger counterparts. In 
the next section, competitive advantages of small businesses will be discussed. 
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4.2.4. Competitive advantages of small business  
Measuring the importance of small businesses through their contributions to GDP and 
employment cannot capture their true national significance. Many other factors, such as 
stability, skills development and empowerment, are crucial for a country’s 
competitiveness in the long term. In some countries small businesses play important 
roles in political stability and in regional employment stability. Small businesses also 
meet consumers’ demands and needs in niche markets and are a source of specialist 
suppliers to major corporations (Olivier, 2006:116). 
 
There are competitive edges that small businesses can gain when competing against 
major corporations (Longenecker, Moore & Petty, 2003:17-19): 
1. Customer focus 
Small businesses have the advantage of serving customers directly and efficiently. 
There are no layers of bureaucracy or long-winded corporate policies that tend to 
discourage employee initiatives. Particularly in serving niche markets, they are 
dynamic, entrepreneurially managed and have much faster turn-around times 
(Olivier, 2006:116). Small businesses have a smaller number of customers and a 
closer relationship with customers, giving them a powerful competitive advantage 
which major corporations cannot achieve. 
     
2. Quality performance 
Quality is often associated with customer service, especially in the service industries. 
For example, a small tailor is able to make one suit for one specific customer 
whereas a chain store is not able to do this. Better quality performance can often be 
experienced in small restaurants, auto mobile repair, hairstyling, financial audit and 
computer services and many similar services. 
     
3. Integrity and responsibility 
A small business that is consistently ethical in its practice can earn the loyalty of a 
sceptical public. Most of the world’s oldest companies are small businesses. They 
choose to maintain their relatively small sizes and making profit is not the only 
purpose to business. Owners and managers in such businesses expect to recieve 
positive feedback to their personal and business environment, and to be ethical and 
responsible to local communities, suppliers and customers. Companies that 
succeed in developing such a sense of community with their customers and 
suppliers find themselves in possession of one of the most powerful business tools 
in the world (Burlingham, 2007:86). 
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4. Innovations 
Fifty percent of all innovations and 94% of all radical innovations since World War II 
have come from new small companies (Longenecker, Moore & Petty, 2003:19). 
Innovations are not limited to new products but also entail new services and new 
ways of conducting business activities. Business innovations often occur in the 
world of small business and entrepreneurship (Zahorsky, 2005). Small businesses 
are faster than big businesses in adapting to new market trends, customer needs 
and business innovations. 
     
5. Low operational cost: 
Large corporations are the low cost producers in many fields such as automobile 
manufacturing and mining. However, big businesses do not always have the 
advantage of lower operational costs. Small businesses usually have lower labour 
and overhead costs that effectively reduce the over-all cost of running the business. 
In chapter two, it was also discussed how ICTs and e-commerce can help 
businesses to cut costs. 
     
The popularity of ICTs has further provided many possibilities for small businesses. The 
boundaries between domestic and international trade are blurred. Small businesses are 
taking advantage of the trend to capture new opportunities and explore new markets 
locally and internationally. 
 
In October 2004, Chris Anderson, editor in chief of “Wired Magazine”, published an 
article titled “The long tail”, which provoked much discussion. The long tail is an idea of 
far-reaching possibilities of retailing in the Internet age (Ferguson & Hlavinka, 2006: 357). 
Referring to chart 4.2, to the left are the mainstream groups of consumers and to the 
right is the long tail. The long tail represents a collection of fragmented market segments 
that were difficult to reach prior to the Internet. As new markets become fragmented, the 
market value in the 20% mainstream market segments becomes smaller and the value 
in the long tail segments becomes bigger. 
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Chart 4.2: The long tail (Adapted from Ferguson & Hlavinka, 2006: 357) 
 
The long tail in retailing indicates (Ferguson & Hlavinka, 2006: 359): 
? Profiting from smaller sales volume per item; 
? Serving niche tastes with unlimited selections; 
? Creating virtual environments that break the laws of physical inventory management; 
and 
? Enabling easy ways to locate highly personal selections. 
 
On the other hand, the retail industry is not just the second largest employer in South 
Africa after the mining industry; it also has the largest number of small businesses in 
South Africa (World Wide Worx, 2003:16). In the next section, the retail industry in South 
Africa will be discussed further. 
 
4.2.5. Retail industry in South Africa 
The Oxford Advanced Learners’ Dictionary (2005) defines retail as the sale of goods to 
the general public rather than to wholesalers. Retail prices are used to measure the 
consumer price index (CPI), and the percentage change in the CPI is a measure of 
inflation. In other words, the retail industry is the sector of the economy which directly 
reflects people’s daily spending and is one of the most important indicators of a country’s 
economic performance. 
 
Retailing has developed from conventional fixed location individual stores and kiosks, 
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shopping malls and big box stores to mail order and now online shopping. Technologies 
are changing, business models are changing, the retail industry landscapes are 
changing and consumer behaviour is also changing. In the United States, consumers 
spent an average of four hours a month in a shopping mall in 1990 compared to ten 
hours in 1985. Consumers are now flocking into big box stores and home shopping 
(Barnes, 2005). The same trend can also be observed in South Africa. 
 
The retail industry has inspired structural changes in the whole process of production, 
distribution and consumption of goods and services. Innovations in logistics and 
operations reduce costs in the retail industry (Hernandez & Simmons, 2006). The 
effective functioning of small retail enterprises contributes directly to the potential and 
growth of a developing country’s economy by providing links to an expanded market 
base. Small retail enterprises are the providers of the bulk of employment (Spillan & 
Ziemnowicz, 2003). 
 
There are three types of retailing: market, store, and virtual retailing. 
1. Market retailing 
It requires physical locations where buyers and sellers converge. It is the oldest form 
of business trade and the conventional way of retailing. The market construction is 
often temporary, for example a sidewalk sale, trade square or flea market. 
 
2. Store retailing 
This involves fixed locations for sellers. Stores can be individual or in clusters but the 
architectural construction is permanent, for example, corner café, shopping complex 
and shopping centre. 
 
3. Virtual retailing 
It means transactions are done without buyers and sellers having to meet each other 
physically. Products and services are ordered via mail, telephone or Internet. Virtual 
marketing has created new business models and also made starting businesses 
much easier than before. 
     
The global Internet retail grew 28.1% from 2003 to 2004 and 20.5% from 2004 to 2005 
with a value of 650.9 billion U.S. dollars (Datamonitor, 2007a:8). South Africa’s Internet 
retail also corresponds to the global trend. Internet retail in South Africa grew 25% in 
2004 and 20% in 2005, with a value of 514 million rand (International Marketing Council 
of South Africa, 2006). Although the market value is relatively small compared to 
international standards, the potential is significant. 
 
 
  
 
85 
The retail industry in South Africa has certain features that are different from this industry 
in other countries (Euromonitor, 2007): 
1. Crime and macro-economic adversity undermines overall retail environment 
Factors such as crime, high interest rates, unemployment and credit legislation all 
have a negative impact on the retail industry in South Africa. 
    
2. Petrol station convenience stores and discount stores flourish 
It has been observed that more and more retail stores are incorporated into petrol 
stations such as Engine Quick Shop, Shell Select Store, BP Express Shop, Total La 
Boutique, and Excel Excel Shop (Rutenberg, 2005:125). 
    
3. Home shopping and Internet sales remain limited but have significant potential 
Home shopping (e.g. mail, TV, Internet) remains small in South Africa, but growth has 
been steady over the past years. 
    
4. Prospective economic growth and the rise in Internet/Web sales to have positive 
impact in future 
The South African economy has been growing steadily at 4.3% since 2000 
(Datamonitor, 2007b:16). Consumer spending often reflects economic growth. 
Therefore the retail industry is also growing at a similar rate. 
 
5. The market remains price-sensitive 
As a result, the retail industry in South Africa has developed various payment models 
such as lay-by, retail credit accounts, hire-purchase and instalment sale. 
 
In 2005, the total turnover in the retail industry in South Africa was 312,263 million rand. 
The largest contributor is the non-specialised stores with food, beverages and tobacco 
predominating (80,013 million rand or 25.6%). The retail industry is the second largest 
employer with 577,609 people working in the industry. The majority of the workforce in 
non-specialised stores selling food, beverages and tobacco is male. Females featured in 
textile, clothing, footwear and leather goods. Although major corporations absorbed the 
largest workforce, small businesses trading in food, beverages and tobacco in 
specialised stores absorb 77.79% of the workforce in this segment of retailing in South 
Africa (Statistics SA, 2008). 
 
Post-apartheid South Africa has succeeded in swiftly opening its economy to 
international trade and capital flows and in stabilising the economy while achieving 
reasonably good growth performance. However, important socioeconomic problems 
persist: unemployment, poverty and the exclusion of a large fraction of the population 
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from the formal economy (OECD, 2007:9). 
 
The country is now in the midst of two specifically economic transitions: it is responding 
to globalisation and is shifting the structure of its economy away from dependence on 
primary resource production and associated commodity-based industries. To prepare 
small businesses in South Africa for international competition in the knowledge economy, 
the ability to obtain information, knowledge and innovation should be emphasised. In the 
next section, information resources for small businesses will be discussed. 
 
 
4.3. Information resource for small business 
It is a global trend that knowledge innovations and transferral have added far more value 
than manufacturing and transporting of physical goods. Small businesses should strive 
to add value to their products through innovations in design, the manufacturing process, 
their reputation and the products. Small businesses have five areas to focus on to gain a 
competitive edge or remain competitive internationally in competitive landscapes in the 
global knowledge economy (Small and Medium Enterprise Administration, 
2007:119-121): 
? Innovation 
? Globalisation in human resource recruitment and integration 
? Globalisation in management 
? Establishment of core business competence 
? International branding. 
 
All five areas are characterised by a great volume of information and vast extent of 
understanding of the business’s internal and external environment. In global competitive 
landscapes, small businesses require similar information from their bigger counterparts. 
Small businesses are usually constrained in their vision, finance, employee and market 
conditions. Most small businesses fall short in their information resources, such as  lack 
of dedicated information professionals, limited capital investments, poor knowledge of 
technologies and poor market positions. The following section will point out shortfalls in 
information resource management and possible solutions for small businesses. 
 
4.3.1. Challenges to small business regarding information resources 
As was discussed in chapter 2.1, effective use of ICTs to access, adapt and create 
knowledge requires four types of information sources: physical resources, digital 
resources, human resources and social resources. 
 
ICTs provide benefits to small businesses, including gains in efficiency and business 
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performance, increased managerial competence and the provision of information to 
increase flexibility and responsiveness to the external environment. Despite high ICTs 
usage by small businesses and the benefits offered by ICT, small business owners and 
managers failing to use information resources as effectively as their large counterparts 
and, therefore, fail to exploit the benefits to the extent they should. The reasons for this 
are as follows (Baard & van der Berg, 2004): 
 
1. Lack of general knowledge of ICTs 
It was discussed in section 2.2 that ICTs include a wide range of hardware, software 
and applications in information and communication. Lack of understanding creates 
some kind of phobia about these technologies and therefore they are discouraged 
from making use of such technologies. 
    
2. Lack of expertise to computerise small businesses 
Small business owners usually start their own businesses from technical 
backgrounds in a specific field. They are often not exposed to computerised 
environments and do not have relevant expertise and/or capital to use or to recruit 
relevant talents. 
    
3. Lack of financial resources 
Small businesses certainly do not have ample financial resources. As was discussed 
in section 4.2.3, finance is one of the biggest challenges to small businesses. It has a 
direct impact on their ability to invest in information resources. 
    
4. Inability to identify small businesses’ information needs 
As discussed in section 4.2.1, many small businesses do not have the skill or do not 
understand the importance of information. This phenomenon also refers to 
information illiteracy. It typically applies to micro-enterprises where lack of training 
and information sources is a common phenomenon. As a result, they do not know 
what technologies and information they need, they do not know how technologies 
and information can benefit them, they do not know what information they should pay 
attention to. 
    
5. Failure to integrate strategic and operational management practices 
There are also small businesses that do keep proper records but do not fully 
understand their importance. Typically small businesses might have a detailed record 
of items sold in the past years, but fail to use this information to analyse market 
trends and predict future markets. Or they have a customer database but fail to 
conduct data mining on this database to analyse the most valuable customers. This 
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information can be critical in forming business strategy and improving management 
practice. 
    
6. Reliance on outside information resources 
Small businesses tend to rely on external information resources such as vendors and 
consultants. This issue is linked to their failure to integrate strategic and operational 
management practice. Small business owners and managers understand their 
businesses better than anyone else and relying on external information resources 
does not always provide them with the best value for their businesses. On the other 
hand, it is also difficult for small businesses to have dedicated personnel for 
information resource management. 
     
7. There is no formal affordable means to assist small businesses 
There are many organisations that assist small businesses, but these are often used 
inefficiently or even not used the way they are intended. There has been much 
criticism of the supporting institutions and their delivery mechanism in South Africa. 
Critical issues such as management incompetence, high staff turnover and 
embezzlement of funds all contribute to the troubled structure (Von Broembsen, 
2003:12). In other words, it is not that assistance to small businesses does not exist; 
it is often that such assistance is not functioning properly or is unknown to small 
businesses. 
     
In the three tiers of information resources, technologies are increasingly becoming 
available to small businesses in terms of affordability and availability. Information 
resources are also becoming readily available as the Internet, specifically the Web, gains 
popularity. The third tier, people, is the main challenge to small businesses because 
information technologies and content require people to operate, interpret, use and thus 
put into practice business strategies and management skills. In the next section, 
information required by small businesses will be discussed in view of the management 
planning process. 
 
4.3.2. Information required by small businesses 
The first step in benefiting from the information held and used by small businesses is a 
formal process of identification. A modern enterprise is viewed as a mechanism for 
“information processing”. This process indicates that the enterprise is sensitive to 
external information, which is learnt to enable the enterprise to adapt to changes in the 
environment. During this process, the enterprise not merely processes information, but 
also interprets it and thus creates new knowledge to adapt. Both the internal and 
external environment are defined and re-created in information processing (Steyn, 
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2003:48). 
 
4.3.2.1. Small business information needs in view of operation 
There are different ways of identifying the information needs of a small business. From 
the operational view, information resources can be categorised into eight groups 
(Oppenheim, Stenson & Wilson, 2003): 
? Market and customer information is the data and information of the company’s 
customers and the market they compete in. 
? Accountability information can be legally or socially required to comply with 
regulations and social norms, e.g. information on the company’s shareholders, 
health and safety. 
? Product information is in-depth knowledge of what the company sells, how it works 
and how to maintain its activities. 
? Specialist knowledge is information for operating in a particular area, which is often 
in people’s heads. Specialist knowledge can be explicit or tacit. Socialisation and 
externalisation are necessary to link individuals’ explicit and tacit knowledge (Steyn, 
2003:50). 
? Business process information is information which underpins the working of the 
business. e.g. economic, political, share price and other financial information. 
? Management information is information on which particularly policies, competitive 
decisions or strategic plans will be based, e.g. economic indicators or production 
cost. 
? Human resource management is skills databases that indicate what knowledge and 
skills the company possesses in terms of human resources. 
? Supplier information includes information such as trade agreements or networks of 
contacts for services or product development. 
 
4.3.2.2. Small business information needs in view of the strategy forming process 
Another way of identifying a specific small business’s information needs is centred on the 
strategy forming process. Referring to figure 4.1, a small business starts with one person 
or a small group of people wanting to fulfil their personal objectives. Business objectives 
are formed based on the founders’ personal vision. However, before a firm can decide on 
strategies and tactics to approach the market, it has to understand its position first. 
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Figure 4.1: Strategy planning process and required information (Adapted from Baard & 
van der Berg, 2004; De Bruyn, 2003:34-37, 53-61; Hellriegel, Jackson & Slocum, 
1999:231-237) 
 
The two main parts of the strategy forming process form the Strength Weaknesses 
Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) analysis, which includes the internal environment 
(strength and weaknesses) and external environment (opportunities and threats) of a 
business. A SWOT analysis assists a business’s internal and external environments. The 
most critical element in a SWOT analysis is information. The company’s strategies and 
tactics in terms of its four major functions (operations, products and marketing, 
manpower and finance) should be decided upon in the SWOT analysis. The business 
will subsequently decide on its operating budget, hence how its resources are distributed 
and used to ensure optimal performance for the company. 
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Information required in the SWOT analysis includes internal and external information. 
The following are examples of information required in a SWOT analysis (De Bruyn, 
2003:34-37, 53-61; Hellriegel, Jackson & Slocum, 1999:231-237): 
Internal information: 
? Information Technologies include the company’s strength in network capabilities, 
speed of product introduction, enhancing service to customer and enhancing 
product features. 
? Human Resources include the company’s strength in employee competencies, 
reward systems, commitment to learning and team orientation. 
? Marketing information includes the company’s strength in share of market, channels 
of distribution, advertising effectiveness and customer satisfaction. 
? Finance information includes the company’s strength in ability to obtain loans, 
debt-equality relationship, inventory turnover and usefulness of financial reports. 
? Manufacturing information includes the company’s strength in per unit cost, 
inventory control, flexibility and quality control. 
 
External information: 
? Economic, such as inflation rates, interest rates, trade deficits or surplus, budget 
deficits or surplus, personal and business saving rates, and GDP. 
? Political/legal such as organisations, interest groups, body of laws and regulations. 
? Ecological/environment, such as environmentalism, product and production impact 
on environment. 
? Social/society, such as social attitudes, cultural values that have an impact on the 
company’s operation and products. 
? Technologies, such as changes in technologies, development of new technologies. 
? Globalisation, such as new global markets, changing global markets, important 
international political events, critical cultural and institutional characteristics of 
relevant global markets. 
? Industrial, such as the threat of new entrants, bargaining power of buyers, 
bargaining power of suppliers, threats of substitute products and services and 
intensity of rivalry among competitors. 
 
Internal information is generated by businesses in their daily business activities. 
Because small businesses are smaller in terms of number of employees, suppliers and 
customers, small business owners and managers usually have closely observed issues 
and relationships in their internal environment. Therefore, even without proper or 
quantitive information, small businesses have a better understanding of their strengths 
and weaknesses than their bigger counterparts. This enables small businesses to 
identify changes in their internal environment and respond effectively to these. 
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External information is generated by various parties in the external environment. Under 
the trend of globalisation, analysis in the external environment often has to be extended 
to international contexts. Therefore acquiring information for the external environment is 
becoming ever more complicated and challenging to analyse. 
 
4.3.3. Obtaining information with limited resources 
Small businesses are affected by their external environment as much as their bigger 
counterparts. However, small businesses do not have the same resources, such as 
dedicated information professionals, capital investment in information technologies and 
information literacy, as their bigger counterparts. This puts small businesses in a 
disadvantageous position and makes them susceptible to changes in the external 
environment. It is therefore important for small businesses to have alternative sources of 
information in the external environment. Obtaining information externally is thus a critical 
issue for small businesses. 
 
Figure 4.2 indicates the channels of information sources for small businesses. Internal 
information is easy for small businesses to obtain and they usually have a small volume 
of internal information. It is the external information that small businesses find difficult to 
obtain. 
 
 
Figure 4.2: Channels of information sources (Adapted from De Bruyn, 2003:34-37, 53-6) 
Small Business 
Internal Information 
External Information 
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Information can be obtained through information services such as consultants, research 
institutes or marketing companies. Those services can fulfil small businesses’ more 
precise and customised information needs. Some organisations offer free services, e.g. 
the Centre for Innovation and Entrepreneurship at the University of Cape Town. However, 
most services are offered by consultants and companies that charge fees. 
 
Another channel of obtaining external information is readily available information through 
organisations such as government offices, trade associations and professional guilds. 
However, information obtained through this channel is general and not customised. It 
means that small business owners and managers have to be clear on what information 
they need. For example, Statistics South Africa is the official survey institute, which 
publishes approximately 300 different statistical releases each year (Statistics South 
Africa, 2008). 
 
Statistics South Africa covers most aspects of South Africa, ranging from population and 
unemployment to retail trade industry analysis. There are certain concerns with regard to 
information obtained from Statistics South Africa. First of all, Statistics South Africa has to 
cover a wide range of information and therefore cannot update the information frequently. 
Secondly, Statistics South Africa provides only the figures of the survey year but not 
opinions, advice or forecasting. 
 
Quality information content is often not free. For example, the SME Survey (Pty) Ltd is a 
Johannesburg-based private company, which offers information services that will assist 
small and medium business owners and decision-makers in South Africa and 
stakeholders who are interested in the growth of small and medium enterprises. It offers 
expert industrial analysis, forecast, and advice to clients on the impact that new 
technologies and e-commerce will have on their businesses. Their extensive reports on 
small and medium enterprises is priced at over R11 000 (SME Survey, 2008). 
 
Small businesses typically do not have the funds to purchase a report from the SME 
Survey, nor do they have the expertise to interpret information from Statistics South 
Africa. Small businesses need to establish alternative channels of obtaining information 
services and content. In the next section, South African agencies dedicated to small 
businesses will be discussed. 
 
 
4.4. Small business development agencies 
Various key players in the South African economy share the importance of investing in 
and stimulating small business. These key players come from three different fields: 
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public sector, private sector, and non governmental organisations (NGO) and universities 
(DTI, 2005: 8). This structure is also referred to as the NSBS [pg5]. The NSBS started in 
March 1995 and various organisations have been established since then (Figure 4.3). 
 
 
Figure 4.3: Key participants in the SMME sector (Von Broembsen, 2003:5) 
 
There is widespread consensus that the NSBS has had little impact on small business 
after years of implementation (Von Broembsen, 2003: 1). Key participants in the NSBS 
and the reasons for its failure will be discussed in the following sections. 
 
4.4.1. Public sector agencies 
The government established various agencies through the Centre for Small Business 
Promotion (CSBP) established by the DTI [pg23]. The CSBP is responsible for all policy 
related to SMMEs. Under the CSBP, the two main statutory bodies to support and assist 
small businesses are Ntsika Enterprise Promotion Agency (NEPA) and Khula Enterprise 
Finance Limited (Ladzanil, 2001:4). 
 
Under these two main agencies, there are various support initiatives for different 
purposes, for example (Small Enterprise Development Agency, 2008; Department of 
Trade and Industry, 2005: 8-12; Ladzanil, 2001:4-8): 
? Access to finance: South African Micro-Finance Apex Fund (SAMAF), National 
Empowerment Fund (NEF) and Khula Credit Guarantee. 
? Business development services: Small Business Development Agency (SEDA). 
? Youth enterprise development: Umsobomvu Youth Fund (UYF). 
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? Support for women-owned enterprises: South African Women Entrepreneurs’ 
Network (SAWEN) and Technology for Women in Business (TWIB). 
? Incubation and technology acquisition and transfer services: South African Business 
and Technology Incubation Association (SABTIA). 
? Productivity enhancement measures: National Productivity Institute (NPI). 
? Sector-focused support measures: Tourism Enterprise Programme (TEP). 
? Skills development measures: Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAS). 
 
4.4.2. Private sector agencies 
The government plays the role of a facilitator and not an implementer in this 
transformation process. In fact, small business support programmes are best 
implemented by institutions that work closely with small businesses. Such institutions are 
typically small localised NGOs, private consultants, partnerships and companies 
(Ladzanil, 2001:8). 
 
There are initiatives from the private sector that support and assist small businesses in 
various areas, for example (SEDA, 2008; DTI, 2005:12-13): 
? Access to Finance: commercial banks through Khula Credit Guarantee Scheme, 
and Anicap Venture Partners. 
? Business development services: Sizanani. 
? Fostering business start-up: SAB Kickstart, Anglo-Zimele, and Shell Live Wire. 
? Facilitating linkages between small and large enterprises: Corporate Small Business 
Development Forum (CSDF). 
 
4.4.3. NGOs and universities 
There are NGO and university programmes that support and assist small businesses in 
various areas, for example (SEDA, 2008; DTI, 2005:13-14): 
? Access to Finance: Khula Start, Retail Financial Intermediaries (RFI). 
? Entrepreneurship education and financial literacy programmes: South African 
Institute of Entrepreneurship, Junior Achievement Southern Africa, the Foundation 
for Enterprise and Business Development, Education with Enterprise Trust, 
Entrepreneurs on the Move, and Midset. 
? Entrepreneurship and small business research: World Wide Worx. 
? Start-up and small business support: University of Cape Town Centre for Innovation 
and Entrepreneurship. 
 
The DTI (1995) claims that it is government policy to promote small businesses in order 
to alleviate poverty through income generation to meet basic needs, reduce poverty 
through employment creation, attend to the redistribution of wealth, the creation of 
 
  
 
96 
income and opportunities as well as contributing to economic growth by improving 
innovation and thus competitiveness. 
 
However, the national strategy is seen as leaderless and not effectively coordinated. 
There is no coordination and very little communication between agencies (Ladzanil, 
2001:10). In the next section, various reasons for the NSBS’s lack of success will be 
reviewed. 
 
4.4.4. Reasons for the NSBS’s lack of success 
Throughout the literature reviewed, researchers agree that the NSBS has failed to 
accomplish its two main objectives: employment creation and black economic 
empowerment. Reasons for the failure can be summarised in six areas (Monkman, 
2003:4-33): 
 
1. Agency problems 
   Key agencies in the NSBS have been established under the DTI. However, the DTI is 
only one of many government departments and its mandate does not enable it to 
integrate all government programmes, as well as direct and coordinate SMME 
development agencies (Ladzanil, 2001:10). 
    
   The services offered by development agencies often also fail to satisfy the most basic 
needs of entrepreneurs. The NSBS over-emphasises supply-side interventions in 
support for small businesses (Von Broembsen, 2003:9). The services and 
programmes are not designed to develop an entrepreneurial culture in society. 
    
   In addition, skills shortages, corruption and fraud among intermediaries and local 
service providers result in mismanagement of funds, poor service delivery and poor 
public perceptions. 
 
2. Agency trends 
Programme funding relies on donors including government funds, overseas 
development assistance and private companies. It has been observed that agencies 
lose donors who are interested in developing solutions for markets in the lower end. 
There is a trend to focus on developing viable firms instead of developing the people 
who work in them. In other words, larger small businesses tend to be served better 
because their outcomes are more predictable. 
 
Only 13.85% of small enterprises, 12.66% of very small enterprises, and 6.44% of 
micro-enterprises make use of small business promotion programmes (Monkman, 
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2003:25). It is because agencies are also too risk averse. They are very conservative 
in dealing with organisations with strong development objectives in local 
communities. 
 
3. Donor trends 
Although agencies in the public and private sectors and NGOs have been learning 
and are in a better position today to act on behalf of donors than previously, donors 
are increasingly bypassing governmental organisations. They are turning away from 
the implementing agencies and either leave the small business sector or rely on their 
own channels of implementation. Overseas development assistance is taking the 
form of loans instead of grants and is increasingly channelled through the private 
sector.  
 
4. SMME’s perception and awareness problems 
Agencies are largely unsuccessful in marketing services to target groups (Ladzanil, 
2001:10). Despite limited access to capital markets, no more then 3% of small 
businesses use RFI and less than 10% know about them. Similar figures are found in 
training and capacity-building programmes (Monkman, 2003:27). 
 
On the other hand, there is a general distrust of external agencies, their incapacity to 
raise awareness and poor coordination of service providers. Emerging small 
businesses are often difficult to reach because they do not belong to business 
networks or professional associations. Therefore, small business owners and 
managers do not trust, do not know or cannot reach them. 
 
5. SME incentive usage problems 
There is too often redundant administration and inconsistency of programmes. 
Developing a direct distribution channel specific to the needs of small businesses 
should remove hindrance intermediaries. For example, many micro-finance 
institutions have not been able to channel funds from Khula to small businesses 
(Monkman, 2003:29). Khula’s fund distribution will become more efficient if the 
requirements are simplified. 
 
On the other hand, support programmes are attempted, but followed through poorly. 
A loan application might be approved but there is no management support 
accompanying it. For example, Ntsika does not effectively link training programmes 
(both technical and business) with aftercare and mentoring of the trainee and market 
opportunities (Ladzanil, 2001:10). 
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6. SME targeting problems 
The national strategy to promote small businesses does not differentiate between the 
ability of the target groups (micro, small and medium) to create jobs. Most 
employment potential is in small businesses, not in micro/survivalist enterprises. 
Small businesses (between 10 and 50 employees) have not benefited greatly from 
the strategy’s efforts to improve their access to finance (Ladzanil, 2001:10). Targeting 
survival-level businesses is a political decision (Von Broembsen, 2003:9), but not in 
the best interests of small businesses.  
 
Consequently, a sustainability problem is caused by targeting survival-level 
businesses. Survivalist enterprises tend to operate in limited sectors, either in retail or 
in service, selling the same products and services in the same limited markets as 
their bigger counterparts. Very little value is added in their trading activities and the 
profit margins are very low. This leads to overtrade, which not only makes these 
survivalist enterprises vulnerable, but also threatens existing enterprises (Von 
Broembsen, 2003:14). The approach to the lowest end of the market needs to be 
reconsidered. 
 
Other developing countries’ approaches to grassroots enterprise poverty alleviation 
programmes find that female and rural entrepreneurs are good targets for incentives 
(Monkman, 2003:29). Small business support programmes should pay special 
attention to women and rural areas. Therefore community-based NGOs are important 
because they reflect of the needs of local communities more directly. 
 
In conclusion, it is recommended that government conduct another regulatory review of 
legislation that has an impact on small business. In addition, special audits under the 
auspices of the Auditor General can address the issues to provide funding. In order to 
address co-ordination issues the government should consider other types of 
partnerships with the private sector beyond the current ones, such as Khula and private 
banks in the Khula Guarantee model (Angela Motsa & Associates, 2004:58). Other 
potential private sector partners, NGOs and universities should also be considered in the 
strategy and structure to promote small business. 
 
On the other hand, the most fundamental issue in promoting small business in South 
Africa is the lack of entrepreneurship and information literacy. Small businesses need to 
be made aware of the what, when, where, who and how of retrieving-needed information. 
A Web portal for the small business community is a viable approach for small businesses 
to share information and to learn from one another as a starting point for 
entrepreneurship. 
 
  
 
99 
4.5. Summary 
Since the establishment of the democratically elected government in April 1994, the 
South African government has started various SMME development initiatives in the hope 
of addressing apartheid-created social and economic divisions, while simultaneously 
attempting to stimulate broader economic growth, issues of social justice and 
development of the poor. The government saw underdeveloped and undeveloped 
SMMEs as a window of opportunity to address the challenges of job creation, economic 
growth, investment, entrepreneurship and equity in South Africa. The starting point for 
the process of small business development was to create an enabling environment. 
 
The internal and external information resources for small businesses were examined in 
section 4.3.2 of this chapter. Small businesses have very similar information needs as 
their bigger counterparts. However, small businesses often do not have the personnel 
and capital to acquire information. Assistance from small business development 
agencies is needed. In section 4.4 the researcher also reviewed various small business 
development agencies that have been established to support small businesses and are 
meant or intended to be important channels for small businesses to obtain information 
services and content.  
 
However, the decline in small business ownership and entrepreneurship indicates 
significant flaws in these agencies and the structure that they form. These flaws were 
discussed in section 4.4.4. One of the most important reasons is poor communication 
and information dissemination. The Web portal as a new model of information 
communication and dissemination for small businesses is recommended. 
 
This chapter dealt with the importance of small businesses and the information 
resources they require. Various small business development agencies under the NSBS 
were also reviewed. In the next chapter, a survey will be conducted of a group of small 
business owners and managers in Johannesburg. This survey seeks better 
understanding of South African small businesses’ information needs, communication and 
channels. 
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CHAPTER 5 
EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 
 
5.1. Introduction 
Small businesses are critical assets to a nation owing to their contribution to stimulating 
wealth redistribution, employment, innovation, entrepreneurship and community 
development. The importance of small businesses is widely accepted and recognised 
around the world. It is also important to note that small businesses generate more 
employment opportunities than their larger counterparts. 
 
As has been discussed in chapter four, the South African small business sector is 
under-developed and South Africans are less entrepreneurial compared to citizens of 
other developing countries. Given the high unemployment rate, low skills level and 
significant development gaps in South Africa, small businesses are a possible solution to 
absorb unemployment, skills enrichment and community development. 
 
On the other hand, small businesses have far more limited resources and are usually 
more restricted in access to information, which generally leads to more opportunities to 
obtain finance and knowledge and market the business. Technical advancement in ICTs 
offers tools for efficient and effective information collection, dissemination and exchange. 
New competitive advantages for small businesses can be obtained by using ICTs. 
 
Although physical resources such as computers, cell phones and Internet access are 
readily available to small businesses in South Africa, small businesses still largely lag 
behind in terms of digital contents, information literacy and social support for effective 
use of ICTs. In the previous chapters the theoretical framework was established, 
resulting in the foundation from which to undertake this empirical research. In this 
chapter, the rationale of the study, research methodology, analysis and findings of the 
empirical component of the research will be discussed. 
 
 
5.2. Rationale of the study 
The importance of small businesses in South Africa has long been noticed. The “White 
Paper on National Strategy for the Development and Promotion of Small Business in 
South Africa” was published in 1995. This White Paper provides a guideline for small 
business development in South Africa. In chapter 4.4, the NSBS and various small 
business development agencies were mentioned, which were established based on the 
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White Paper. As discussed in chapter 4.4.4, these small business agencies are regarded 
as ineffective and have failed to promote small businesses in South Africa effectively. 
The competitiveness of South African small businesses is still weak in international 
markets. 
 
Fortunately, South Africa still has sizeable domestic markets and markets in 
neighbouring countries. Therefore a domestic approach to developing small businesses 
in South Africa appears to be favourable. Starting from local communities, small 
businesses can fulfil the needs of domestic communities and develop local specialisation 
and strength. Information plays a critical role in this developmental approach, as small 
businesses have to know what, when, where and how to acquire various resources to 
explore local talents and markets. Information portals can promote the use of information 
resources among small businesses in South Africa. 
 
During the research, small business owners and managers from the retail industry in 
Johannesburg were asked to fill in questionnaires to determine their experiences in 
information usage for small businesses. From the information that was collected, various 
issues were identified, leading to greater understanding of how an information portal can 
address the information needs of South African small businesses. 
 
 
5.3. Research methodology 
The rationale of the study dictated the research methodology that was employed. The 
core purpose of the study was to determine the extent to which Web portal technologies 
and online communities could be applied successfully by small businesses in the South 
African context to create an encouraging environment for information sharing with and 
among small businesses owners, managers and even employees. 
 
5.3.1. Research problem and question 
The research questions for this research project have been adopted from Emory and 
Cooper’s (1995:56-59) suggestion that the research problem be composed of “a 
hierarchy of questions with a descending level of specificity”. The main objective of the 
question hierarchy is to achieve focus on the research problem as a result of increasingly 
descriptive questions. The proposed hierarchy of questions has been illustrated in Figure 
5.1. The research problem for this study is captured in the following: 
  
There is so much online information resources available but it seems that small 
businesses do not know how and where they can meet to find and share information for 
better decision making. 
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Figure 5.1: The question hierarchy (Emory & Cooper, 1995) 
 
For this research project, the following research question was formulated: 
 
To what extent can online community information portals promote the use of information 
resources for small businesses in South Africa? 
 
In order to address this research question successfully, the following sub-problems (i.e. 
investigative questions) were identified: 
• What is the relation between ICTs and socio-economic division? 
• What are the components of online communities and Web portals? 
• What is the importance of small businesses to South Africa? 
• What are the information resources required by South African small businesses? 
 
5.3.2. Research approach 
The Concise Oxford Dictionary (2002) defines research as the systematic investigation 
into and study of materials and sources in order to establish facts or verify information. 
Through attentive enquiry, experimentation, study, observation, analysis and recording, it 
is an attempt to (Workers’ Compensation Board, 2004): 
• Discover new facts, knowledge and information 
• Develop new interpretations of facts, knowledge or information 
• Discover new means of applying existing knowledge. 
 
Remenyi, Williams, Money & Swartz (2002:64-65) explain the research process as 
consisting of eight specific phases, namely: 
• Reviewing the literature 
• Formalising a research question 
• Establishing the methodology 
• Collecting evidence 
• Analysing evidence 
• Developing conclusions 
• Understanding the limitations of the research 
Problem Statement 
The problem that has 
prompted the research 
Research Question 
The single objective that 
best states the objective 
of the research project 
Investigative Questions 
Those questions that must 
be answered satisfactorily 
to support the research 
questions 
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• Producing management guidelines or recommendations. 
 
Stokes (1997) identifies two types of research: 
1. Basic research refers to a theoretical or experimental investigation to advance 
scientific knowledge where immediate practical application is not a direct objective. 
The focus of this type of research is therefore to “… contribute to general knowledge 
and an understanding of nature and its laws …” thereby generating theoretical 
knowledge, without any given application in mind. 
 
2. Applied research focuses on experimental investigation, which makes use of existing 
knowledge for new applications or to improve an existing application significantly. It is 
therefore directed at meeting specific needs by gaining comprehensive knowledge 
and understanding of the application, enabling the solving of imminent problems. 
 
The rapid development of Web technologies and functionalities, with the constantly 
changing needs of the target audience, is a factor that needs to be kept in mind in terms 
of research time and time to application. For this purpose applied research on its own 
can be inadequate to accommodate the dynamic, ever-changing and fast-evolving Web 
environment. Consequently, an innovative and active research model is necessary. 
Rowley (2004) suggests action research, whereby a powerful combination of research 
and action/implementation (as shown in Figure 5.2) is performed in parallel to each 
other: 
 
“… action research depends upon a collaborative problem solving relationship between 
the research and the client with the aim of both solving a problem, and generating new 
knowledge.” 
 
 
 
Figure 5.2: The action research cycle (Rowley, 2004) 
Feurer & Chaharbaghi (1995) state that when taking the action research approach, the 
Context and purpose 
Evaluating Action 
Diagnosing 
Taking Action 
Planning Action 
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researcher has a number of goals with regard to: 
• The understanding and improvement of current practices 
• The enhancement of the problem solving-capacities of the practitioners with whom the 
researcher collaborates 
• The advancement of knowledge about the practice itself. 
 
This implies that the outcomes of action research are very organisation-specific, which is 
an appropriate approach for research strategy formulation and implementation in 
dynamic environments (Feurer & Chaharbaghi, 1995). The action research cycle is 
therefore important in order to determine the process management outcomes, i.e. 
whether the original diagnosis was correct and the appropriate action was taken. The 
exact nature of the research approach can be classified by Stokes’ four-quadrant model 
(Figure 5.3). In this model, a research project should be considered in the following two 
dimensions: 
• Inspired by consideration of use 
• The quest for fundamental understanding. 
 
 
 
Figure 5.3: Research classification quadrants (Stokes, 1997) 
 
As illustrated in Figure 5.3., the upper left quadrant captures the traditional paradigm of 
Bohr’s Quadrant 
(Pure basic research) 
Research & development to seek 
knowledge without concern for 
application 
Pasteur’s Quadrant 
(User-inspired research) 
Research & development with a 
quest for understanding and 
consideration for use 
Sterile Quadrant 
(“Publish or perish” research) 
Research & development for the 
sake of research with no apparent 
goal of seeking knowledge or 
consideration for use 
Edison’s Quadrant 
(Pure applied research) 
Research & development for the 
sake of research with no apparent 
goal for furthering knowledge, but 
considers use 
Inspired by consideration of use 
Q
uest for fundam
ental understanding 
YES 
NO 
YES NO 
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basic research. Inspired by Niels Bohr’s research on atomic structure, Stokes (1997) 
calls this quadrant the Bohr’s quadrant. Edison’s quadrant (bottom right) represents the 
traditional applied research model. Within this quadrant researchers, like Edison, will be 
more interested in making something work or in solving a practical problem, thus 
focusing more exclusively on the considerations for research application. Research that 
neither seeks fundamental understanding nor considers use is classified in the sterile 
quadrant (bottom left). This quadrant is typical of the research conducted by academics 
challenged with the directive to “publish or perish”, only to improve their careers.  
 
The most important quadrant applicable to this study is Pasteur’s quadrant (upper right). 
Stokes describes the research of Pasteur as “use inspired research”. This type of 
research is devoted to solving problems in order to improve the lives of people, and is 
therefore the ultimate research type considered to be both inspired by the quest for 
fundamental understanding and consideration of use (i.e. active application). When the 
objectives of the action research paradigm are considered, it could therefore be 
classified under Pasteur’s quadrant. 
 
The research approach in Pasteur’s quadrant is echoed by Rowley (2004), who 
identified essential criteria for good research projects. According to these criteria, good 
research has to: 
• Add to existing knowledge 
• Have a clear purpose or research question 
• Be objective and reliable 
• Address the issues of access (people, organisations, data, etc.), politics (internal) 
and ethical conduct (with reference to privacy, confidentiality and transparency). 
 
The research conducted in this project falls under Pasteur’s quadrant, as its main 
objective is to discover new facts, knowledge and information about encouraging the use 
of information by small businesses in South Africa with regard to an online community 
portal. This will create better understanding of how to plan and implement information 
communication strategies through Web technologies in order to disseminate and share 
information effectively and thus create a small business network. 
 
Feurer and Chaharbaghi (1995) recommend that the methodology, supporting the 
research approach, should be chosen to match the desired outcomes of the research 
project. Table 5.1 is a summary of the differences between quantitative and qualitative 
research methodologies. 
 
The choice of methodology for this research project was mainly quantitative research, as 
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the researcher is seeking deeper understanding of the current status of and need for 
information resources among South African small businesses. 
 
Table 5.1: Comparison between quantitative and qualitative research (Steinback & 
Steinback, 1988:8) 
Dimensions Quantitative Qualitative 
Purpose Prediction and control Understanding: seeks why 
Reality 
Stable: Reality is made up of facts 
and does not change 
Dynamic: Reality changes with 
people’s perception 
Viewpoint 
Outsider: Reality is what 
quantifiable data indicates 
Insider: Reality is what people 
perceive it to be 
Values 
Value free: Value can be 
controlled with appropriate 
methodological procedures 
Value bond: Values are important 
and need to be understood during 
the research process 
Focus 
Particularistic: Selected, 
predefined variable are studied 
Holistic: A total or complete 
picture is sought 
Orientation 
Verification: Predetermined 
hypotheses are investigated 
Discovery: Theories and 
hypotheses are evolved from data 
as it is collected 
Data 
Objective: Data are independent 
of people’s perceptions 
Subjective: Data are perceptions 
of the subjects in the environment 
(context) 
Instrumentation 
Non-human: Reconstructed 
instruments such as surveys, 
questionnaires, rating scales, 
tests, etc. 
Human: The human person is the 
primary data collection instrument 
such as observing and reporting 
on behaviour and expressed 
feelings 
Conditions 
Controlled: Investigation is 
conducted under controlled 
conditions 
Naturalistic: Investigations are 
conducted under natural 
conditions 
Results 
Reliable: The focus is on design 
and procedures to gain replicable 
data 
Valid: The focus is on design and 
procedures to gain rich, real and 
deep data 
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5.3.3. Sampling and targeting group for questionnaires 
Sampling is the process used to study a response to an intervention in a small 
population that can be applied to a larger population. Sampling criteria must be very well 
defined and must have limiting factors so that persons who do not meet the criteria will 
be excluded. These criteria should also be able to control homogeneity by excluding 
anyone from the desired population who would introduce a confounding variable.  
 
Generalisability is extending the research findings from the sample to the larger 
population. Representativeness is the extent to which the sample and the population are 
alike, while a sampling unit is the selection of a portion of the target population that will 
represent the entire population. Sampling methods are classified in general as 
probability sampling and non-probability sampling: 
 
A) Probability sampling takes place when each member of the population has a 
known non-zero probability of being selected. The advantage of probability sampling 
is that sampling error can be calculated. Sampling error is the degree to which a 
sample might differ from the population. When inferring to the population, results are 
reported plus or minus the sampling error. 
 
The types of probability sampling include (Sampath, 2005): 
? Simple random sampling, where individuals have an equal chance of being 
selected, as selection is random from a list of the target group population. 
 
? Systematic sampling, which is similar to simple random sampling except that the 
sample is selected in a systematic manner (e.g. every fifth person on the list is 
selected). 
 
? Stratified sampling, where a target group population is sub-divided into 
homogeneous groups, each having similar characteristics such as age, gender, 
education, etc. 
 
B) Non-probability sampling takes place when members are selected from the 
population in some non-random manner. In non-probability sampling, the degree to 
which the sample differs from the population remains unknown. 
 
The types of non-probability sampling include (Sampath, 2005): 
? Convenience sampling is used in exploratory research where the researcher is 
interested in getting an inexpensive approximation of the truth. As the name implies, 
the sample is selected because its members are conveniently available. 
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? Purposive sampling is used when the researcher chooses the sample with a 
purpose in mind and where one or more specific predefined groups are targeted. A 
purposive sample is likely to get the opinions of the target population, but also to 
overweight sub-groups in the target population that are more readily accessible. 
 
? Quota sampling is where the researcher first identifies the strata and their 
proportions as they are represented in the population. Then convenience sampling 
is used to select the required number of subjects from each stratum. This differs 
from stratified sampling, where the strata are filled by random sampling. 
 
? Snowball sampling is normally used when the desired sample characteristics are 
rare. It may be extremely difficult or cost-prohibitive to locate respondents in these 
situations. Snowball sampling relies on referrals from initial subjects to generate 
additional subjects. 
 
The sampling method used in this research project is non-probability, convenience 
sampling. Major shopping centres in the greater Johannesburg metropolitan area were 
selected for this survey: 
• Johannesburg CBD – President Street and Market Street. 
• East Rand – Eastgate Shopping Centre and Bedford Centre. 
• West Rand – Westgate Shopping Centre and Clear Water Mall. 
• Northern Suburbs – Cresta Shopping Centre and Zone@Rosebank. 
• Southern Suburbs – Southgate Shopping Centre and The Glen Shopping Centre. 
       
Only non-franchised individual retail stores in shopping centres or shopping complexes 
were visited and their owners or managers were asked to complete questionnaires. 
Forty-five store owners or managers refused to complete questionnaires. In addition, 17 
copies of questionnaires were invalid or uncompleted. Thirty questionnaires were 
completed for each area and a total of 150 questionnaires were used for the statistic 
analysis in this research (Table 5.2). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
109 
Table 5.2: Sample area distribution 
 Sample Area 
Completed 
Questionnaires
Percentage 
CBD 30 20% 
East Rand 30 20% 
West Rand 30 20% 
Northern Suburbs 30 20% 
Southern Suburbs 30 20% 
Total 150 100% 
 
 
5.4. Data collection and processing procedures 
A thorough literature review was completed to establish the theoretical background for 
addressing the research problem. Different types of information resources are required 
for small businesses, with emphasis on the current situation of small business 
development agencies in South Africa. 
 
The empirical component of this study is a questionnaire survey and small business 
owners and managers’ responses to the questionnaire survey. The questionnaire was 
designed in conjunction with the Statistical Consulting Service (Statcon) on the Kingsway 
campus of the University of Johannesburg to ensure the continuity of questions and 
possible outcomes. The questionnaire consisted of four sections: 
• Section A: Business biographical information 
• Section B: Business information and agencies 
• Section C: Information and communication technology usage 
• Section D: Community and portal activities. 
       
All questions were closed-ended. Respondents were required to select the most 
appropriate alternative. Once all completed questionnaires had been collected, they 
were sent to Statcon for processing and statistical analysis. Further consultations with 
Statcon were conducted to finalise cross-tabulation for a more in-depth statistical 
analysis. The interpretation of the results will be discussed in the following sections. 
 
 
5.5. Interpretation of results from questionnaires 
Interpretation of responses to the questionnaires was used to identify common trends, 
while cross-table comparisons were used to give further insight into possible 
relationships between questionnaire variables (see Addendum B). 
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There are 22 questions in the questionnaires. To make it easier for respondents to 
answer, each question has a number of options to choose from. The responses to 
various questions were also cross-tabulated for a deeper level of understanding and 
trend analysis. The following is a discussion of each section of the questionnaire. 
 
5.5.1. Business biographical information (Section A) 
Most of the businesses visited trade in textiles, clothing, footwear and leather goods 
(39%), followed by specialised stores (13%) and stores specialising in food, beverages 
and tobacco (10%) (Chart 5.1). 
 
In terms of the age of the business, most of the business owners and managers 
interviewed have been trading for over ten years (42%), followed by the group trading for 
between one and three years (21%) and the one trading for five to ten years (19%) 
(Chart 5.2). 
      
 
Chart 5.1: Responses to Question 2: Business type 
 
Business Type
Textile, clothing, footwear 
and leather goods
39% 
Non specialised store with 
food, beverage and tobacco 
predominating
5%
Other retail trade in 
specialisd store
13% Other retailers
10%
Non specialised store
5%
Household furniture, 
appliances, articles and 
equipment
7%
Second hand goods in store
2% 
Hardware, plants and glass
1%
Repair of personal and 
household goods
2%
Pharmaceutical and medical 
goods, cosmetics and toilets 
articles
5%
Specialised store in food, 
beverage and tobacco
10% 
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Business Age
<1 years
5%
1 - 3 years
21%
3 - 5 years
13%
5 - 10 years
19%
>10 years
42%
 
Chart 5.2: Responses to Question 3: Business age 
 
Half (50%) of the business owners and managers’ home language is English, 11% of the 
respondents’ home language is Zulu and 9% of them are Afrikaans. A significant 
percentage (13%) of the respondents’ home languages are not any of the 11 South 
African official languages (Chart 5.3). Although the home languages are diversified, 
almost all respondents (98%) prefer English as the language for business 
communication (Result of question 5). 
Home Language
English
50%
Afrikaans
9%
Zulu
11%
Tsonga
3%
Xhosa
3%
Tswana
2%
Ndebele
1%
Sepedi
1%
Sotho
7%
Other
13%
 
Chart 5.3: Responses to Question 4: Home language of business owner/manager 
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The average annual business turnover also varies. Although 21% of the respondents 
have an annual turnover of over 3 million rand, there are 15% of the respondents that 
have an annual turnover of between 0.5 million and 1 million rand, 13% that have a 
turnover of between 2 million and 3 million, and 13% that have one of between 400,000 
to 500,000 rand (Chart 5.4). 
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13%
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9% R500 001 to R1 Million
15%
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13%
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7%
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< R100 000
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21%
 
Chart 5.4: Responses to Question 6: Average annual turnover 
 
The number of employees in small businesses remains small: 63% of the respondents 
have five or fewer full-time employees, 27% have six to ten, 6% have 11 to 25 and only 
3% have 26 to 50 full-time employees. One percent of the small businesses indicated 
that they had over 100 full-time employees (Chart 5.5). 
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Chart 5.5: Responses to Question 7: Number of full time employees 
 
 
Fifty-five percent of the respondents do not have any part-time employees, 36% have 
five or fewer, 6% have six to ten and 3% have 11 to 25 (Chart 5.6). It is evident that most 
small retail businesses are owner managed with a small number of employees. 
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Chart 5.6: Responses to Question 8: Number of part-time employees 
 
 
 
 
 
 
114 
 
Company Registration Type
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C.C (Closed Corporation), 
42%
PTY (Private Company), 
25%
 
Chart 5.7: Responses to Question 9: Types of company registration 
 
 
5.5.2. Business information and development agencies (Section B) 
Attitudes to and use of business information and small business development agencies, 
internal business information (manufacturing, finance, marketing, human resources and 
information technologies) received higher priority compared to external business 
information (industrial, globalisation, social, ecological or environment, political and legal 
and economic information). 
       
In terms of internal business information (Chart 5.8), most business owners and 
managers (59%) consider finance and marketing information to be “important” or “very 
important”. 
 
However, it is noticed that 9% of the respondents regard information technologies as “not 
important” to their businesses. In contrast, only 3% consider marketing information “not 
important” and 4% consider financial information “not important”. 
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Chart 5.8: Responses to Question 10: Importance of internal business information 
 
In terms of external business information (Chart 5.9), most respondents (55%) regard 
economic information as “very important” to their businesses, followed by industrial 
information (44%). In contrast, globalisation, social, political and ecological or 
environmental information is considered to be less important, with respectively 24% and 
20% of the respondents regarding globalisation and ecological and environmental 
information as “not important” to their businesses. 
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Chart 5.9: Responses to Question 11: Importance of external business information 
 
With regard to the source of information (Chart 5.10), traditional media such as 
newspapers, magazines, television and radio are still the primary sources of information 
for small business owners and managers. Online information sources and industrial 
organisations are not yet regarded as important sources of information for small 
businesses. Only 27% of those interviewed consider online newspapers and magazines 
as very important and 19% consider professional or industrial organisations as a very 
important source of information. 
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Chart 5.10: Responses to Question 12: Importance of information sources 
 
 
There are many small business development agencies in South Africa. However, only a 
few of the small business owners and managers know about them and even fewer have 
actually made use of them. This is true especially of government-funded agencies. Half 
of the respondents (50%) know about business partner mentors in banks and 19% have 
actually made use of them (Table 5.3). 
 
The responses to the previous questions indicate that small business owners and 
managers regard finance as the most important aspect of their businesses. The South 
African government has set up various agencies dedicated to assist small businesses to 
obtain finance, such as the NEF, Khula Enterprise Finance Limited and SAMAF. The 
survey results indicate that these agencies are not known to small business owners and 
managers, and their usage rate is very low. 
 
The survey results echo the discussion in section 4.4 of chapter four on small business 
development agencies. The better known agencies are set up by banks, media and 
universities. It is critical for government agencies to re-evaluate and re-design the NSBS. 
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Table 5.3: Responses to Question 13: Awareness and usage of small business 
development agencies 
Name of Small Business Development Agency Aware of Made Use of
Business partners mentors in banks 50% 19% 
Business shows/programmes on TV or radio 27% 7% 
Centre for innovation and entrepreneurship at a university 23% 8% 
Small Enterprise Development Agency 15% 5% 
National Empowerment Fund 13% 2% 
Umsobomvu Youth Fund 13% 3% 
Sector Education and Training Authorities 12% 4% 
Private business research institutes 11% 3% 
Khula Enterprise Finance Limited 11% 2% 
Tourism Enterprise Programme 11% 1% 
Corporate SMME Development Forum 11% 2% 
Khula Credit Guarantee Scheme 10% 3% 
South African Business Technology Incubation Association 9% 3% 
SAB Kick-start 9% 1% 
Shell live wire 9% 1% 
South African Micro-finance Apex Fund 7% 3% 
South African Women Entrepreneurs' Network 7% 2% 
Technology for Women in Business 7% 3% 
Sizanani advisory service 7% 3% 
Anglo-Zimele 7% 1% 
Gauteng Enterprise Propeller 7% 2% 
National Productivity Institute 6% 3% 
Extended Public Works Programmes 5% 2% 
 
 
Small business owners and managers were further asked what kind of business 
information they were interested in. The results indicate that access to finance (55%), 
business development services (46%) and skills development (45%) attract most interest 
(Table 5.4). 
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Table 5.4: Responses to Question 14: Interest in business information 
Access to finance 55% 
Business development services 46% 
Skills development measures 45% 
Start-up and small business support 33% 
Productivity enhancement measures 30% 
Support for women-owned enterprises 27% 
Entrepreneurship and small business research 27% 
Youth enterprise development 25% 
Fostering business start-up 21% 
Facilitating linkages between small and large enterprises 19% 
Sector-focused support measures 14% 
Incubation and technology acquisition and transfer services 13% 
Other 3% 
 
 
Small business owners and managers are aware of the importance of business 
information. The result also echoes the discussion in section 4.4 of chapter four 
indicating that the government is correct in dedicating most agencies to assisting small 
businesses to gain finance. Since the direction is correct, the government should be 
looking to improve efficiency in service delivery to small businesses in South Africa. 
 
 
5.5.3. Usage of ICTs (Section C) 
With regard to the use of ICTs (Chart 5.11), South African small businesses are 
surprisingly well connected: 99% of the respondents use land-line telephones, 96% use 
fax machines and 91% use cell phones. 
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Chart 5.11: Responses to Question 15: Use of communication technologies 
 
Although 81% of the respondents indicated they use e-mail, only 29% indicated that they 
access the Web more than once a day from work and only 19% access the Web more 
than once a day from home (Chart 5.12). 
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Chart 5.12: Responses to Question 16: Place and frequency of Web usage 
 
The survey results reflect the discussion in section 2.6 of chapter two that Internet media 
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are not the main source of information for South Africans. The small businesses 
surveyed are 99% connected to a telephone line, compared to 32% for the Gauteng 
population and 24% for South Africa (Chart 2.7). Basic Internet access can be granted 
with a telephone line. The infrastructure for small businesses in South Africa is in place, 
but it seems that access to the Web is not frequent. 
 
In terms of personal Web usage, respondents spend time on the Web for the purpose of 
social interaction (20%), entertainment (15%) and then sport (7%) (Chart 5.13). In terms 
of business Web usage, they spend time on the Web mostly for e-mail (31%), conducting 
e-commerce (18%), and conducting information searches (16%). Only 13% of the 
respondents access the Web for electronic newspapers or magazines more than once a 
day, and only 10% conduct social networking more than once a day (Chart 5.14). 
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Chart 5.13: Responses to Question 17: Personal Web usage 
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Chart 5.14: Responses to Question 18: Business Web usage 
 
Most respondents did not know about Wikis (72%), RSS (70%), blogging (58%), 
podcasting (57%) or VoIP (55%). The tools used most often are e-mail (34%) and SMS 
(26%) (Chart 5.15). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
123 
D
o 
no
t k
no
w
 o
f i
t
Le
ss
 th
an
 o
nc
e 
a 
ye
ar
/ n
ev
er
A
t l
ea
st
 o
nc
e 
ev
er
y 
si
x 
m
on
th
s
A
t l
ea
st
 o
nc
e 
a 
m
on
th
A
t l
ea
st
 o
nc
e 
a 
w
ee
k
A
t l
ea
st
 o
nc
e 
a 
da
y
Email
SMS
MMS
Chatrooms
Newsgroups
Instant messenger
Message Board
VoIP
Wikis
Podcasting
Blogging
RSS
0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
Use of Information Technologies
 
Chart 5.15: Responses to Question 19: Use of information technologies 
 
It is evident that although the Internet infrastructure is already in place for small 
businesses in South Africa, small business owners and managers have not adapted to 
these technologies well. The usage of ICTs among small businesses is still at an early 
stage of development where only basic tools are used. 
 
As discussed in section 2.5 of chapter two, introducing new ICTs has a ripple effect. It is 
not just about computer literacy and Internet skills. Business owners and managers need 
to be more informed about digital information resources on the Web and the benefits of 
adopting information technologies. 
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5.5.4. Communication and portal activities (Section D) 
The responses to question 20 show small business owners and managers’ attitudes 
toward disclosing (sharing) information (Chart 5.16). The responses indicate that they 
are most unwilling to disclose information concerning their finance and sales figures: 
66% of the respondents will disclose their sales figures “to no extend” and 62% will 
disclose their financial information “to no extend”. 
 
In all other types of business information, small business owners and managers’ 
attitudes to disclosing information are mixed. Although the trend is quite negative about 
disclosing their business information, there is still a fairly high proportion of small 
businesses (ranging from 20% to 30%) that are willing to disclose information “to a 
moderate extent”. 
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Chart 5.16: Responses to Question 20: Attitudes to information sharing 
 
It is interesting to note that small business owners and managers’ attitude is very positive 
when asked if they are interested in networking with other businesses (Chart 5.17). 
Almost all respondents would like to network with potential customers (95%) and 
potential suppliers (91%). Most respondents would like to network with other small 
businesses for collective business activities (67%) and other retail businesses that sell 
different products (65%). There is even 57% who would like to network with other retail 
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businesses that sell the same or similar products, and 49% would like to network with 
other businesses that are not in the retail industry. 
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Chart 5.17: Responses to Question 21: Interests in business networking 
 
With regard to membership of professional and industrial organisations, most 
respondents (85%) do not belong to any such organisations. The biggest reason (40%) 
for not joining professional or industrial organisations is that “I do not know any 
organisation in my profession/industry” (Chart 5.18). 
 
It is important to note that 39% of the respondents believe that “these organisations do 
not offer any value to my business”. In addition, 33% “do not want to share my business 
information”. Smaller percentages of those surveyed indicate that “these organisation 
are not efficient” (16%), they “had a bad experience with such an organisation” (14%), or 
they “do not want to know other business owners or managers” (8%). 
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Chart 5.18: Responses to Question 22(a): Reasons for not joining business 
organisations 
 
When cross-tabulating the results of various questions, some trends in the use of ICTs 
and attitudes to disclosing information are found: 
 
Older businesses have the tendency of not adapting to the use of the Internet (Chart 
5.19): 44% of the respondents with businesses aged between five and ten years and 
36% of those with businesses over ten years old never access the Web from their 
workplace or access it less than once a year. 
 
In contrast, owners and managers of younger businesses access the Web from their 
workplace more often. Similar trends are observed in the relationship between the age of 
the business and access to the Web from home, on the move and from Internet cafés. 
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Chart 5.19: Cross-tabulation of age of business and frequency of accessing the 
Web from work 
 
Older businesses also have the tendency of not fully adapting to the use of other ICTs: 
42% of the small businesses over ten years old and 46% of the businesses between five 
and ten years old use SMS more than once a week (Chart 5.20). 
 
In contrast, 76% of the small businesses between three and five years old and 67% of 
businesses less than one year old use this service regularly. A very similar trend is 
observed in the relationship between the age of the business and the use of e-mail 
(Chart 5.21). In fact, similar trends are also found in businesses’ adaptation to other ICTs 
including RSS, blogging, podcasting, wikis, VoIP, message board, instant messenger, 
newsgroups, chat rooms and Multimedia Short Message (MMS). 
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Chart 5.20: Cross-tabulation of age of business and SMS usage 
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Chart 5.21: Cross-tabulation of age of business and e-mail usage 
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It is surprising that small businesses with a higher turnover have adopted ICTs more 
poorly. A hundred percent of businesses with an average annual turnover of between 
100,000 and 200,000 rand use e-mail weekly, in contrast to 54% of the businesses with 
an average turnover of over 3 million rand, which use e-mail weekly (Chart 5.22). Similar 
trends can be observed in the relationships between turnover and usage of other ICTs. 
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Chart 5.22: Cross-tabulation of average annual turnover and e-mail usage 
 
 
There is no significant relationship between the age of a business and attitudes to the 
disclosure of business information. Most respondents are not willing to disclose their 
business information especially finance and sales figures (Chart 5.23). Their attitudes 
are mixed for disclosing other non-finance related business information, such as 
suppliers’ information (Chart 5.24). Similar trends can be observed in their attitudes to 
disclosing other internal and external business information. 
 
It is noticed that new small businesses (less than a year old) are the most unwilling to 
disclosing any business information: 71% of the businesses that have been in operation 
for less than a year will disclose their supplier information to “no extent” as compared to 
19% of the businesses between one and three years old, 29% of the businesses 
between three and five years old, 33% of the businesses between five and ten years old 
and 28% of the businesses over ten years old (Chart 5.24). 
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Chart 5.23: Cross-tabulation of age of business and share of sales figure 
information 
 
 
To no
extent To a small
extent To a
moderate
extent
To a large
to very
large extent
< 1 year
1 - 3 years
3 - 5 years
5 - 10 years
> 10 years
0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
Business age & Share supplier information
 
Chart 5.24: Cross-tabulation of age of business and willingness to disclose 
supplier information  
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Sales figures and finance are the most sensitive information to small business owners 
and managers. Regardless of the levels of turnover of their businesses, owners and 
managers tend not to disclose their sale figures or finance information (Chart 5.25). The 
attitudes are mixed for non-financial business information. 
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Chart 5.25: Cross-tabulation of average annual turnover and disclosure of sales 
figure information 
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5.6. Additional statistical analysis of the questionnaires 
After the empirical data was gathered, the completed questionnaires were processed and 
analysed with the assistance of the Statistical Consultation Service (Statcon) at the 
University of Johannesburg.   
 
To test the reliability and internal consistency of the research questionnaire, 
hypotheses-testing were conducted. The Pearson Chi-Square Hypothesis test for 
independence and Fisher’s Exact Test were used respectively to determine the P-value 
(statistical significance). In this research project the dependency / independency of the 
variables were tested against one another. 
 
To test the reliability of the scales in the questionnaire, the Cronbach Alpha score was 
used. The reliability of all the scales of this questionnaire was confirmed as the Cronbach 
Alpha scores were all higher than 0.7. Internal consistency has therefore been confirmed 
for this research project’s questionnaire. To test for coherency between items, the 
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) Measure of Sampling Adequacy was used for the factor 
analyses (item diagnostics). 
 
 
5.7. Summary 
In this chapter, findings on small business owners and managers’ adaptation to ICTs and 
attitudes to disclosing business information were discussed. Findings on topics including 
business biographical information, business information and agencies, ICT usage and 
community and portal activities contributed to answering the research question stated in 
section 5.3.1 of this chapter. 
 
In business biographical information, textiles, clothing, footwear and leather goods are 
the most popular areas of trade for the small business. Nearly all respondents prefer 
English for business communication. Small businesses are typically owner-managed 
with a small number of employees. 
 
Concerning business information and agencies, small business development agencies 
are not well known to small business owners and managers, and the rate of use is even 
lower. However, respondents show high interest in access to more information, 
especially in access to finance and business development services. 
 
In ICT usage, the infrastructure is in place for small businesses, but use is still limited. 
Traditional media such as television, radio, printed newspapers and magazines are still 
the most important source of information to small business owners and managers. SMS 
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and e-mail are the ICT tools used most often. Younger businesses adapt to ICTs better 
than older businesses. South African small businesses are ready to use more advanced 
ICTs but they need to be better informed of the benefits of digital information resources.   
 
In community and portal activities, small business owners and managers are unwilling to 
disclose business information, especially their financial information. However, they are 
very interested in networking with other businesses, in particular with potential 
customers and suppliers. Most small businesses do not belong to any professional 
organisations, primarily because they do not know of such organisations in their 
professions or industries.  
 
Based on the findings in this chapter, recommendations will be discussed in the following 
chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
6.1. Conclusion 
In the literature study for the research project, the following was established: 
 
The significance of ICTs in shaping human society was reviewed in chapter two. The 
Internet, among ICTs, has the greatest impact on changing the way people retrieve and 
disseminate information. The Internet as a medium is interactive, instant, extensible and 
integrated. It creates new dimensions and a new level of efficiency in information 
retrieval and dissemination. ICTs have changed people’s approach to communication, 
learning and economic activities fundamentally. The Internet has turned into the biggest 
source of knowledge. 
 
The global economy has evolved into the information economy where knowledge is the 
most important capital. The difference in people’s ability to gain access to information, or 
the digital divide, determines their economic competitiveness. The digital divide in South 
Africa is a complicated and inherited socio-economic problem. It requires innovation, 
diversity and localisation for sustainable development in South Africa. ICTs promise an 
innovative approach to socio-economic development in South Africa. The effective use 
of ICTs requires four types of resources: physical, digital, human and social. The often 
neglected social resources include continuous community and institutional support. 
 
In chapter three, the concept of online communities and Web portals was discussed. 
Online communities expand two aspects of human societies. The first is social networks 
in an extended terrain where people would never meet each other. The second is 
allowing more frequent interaction in local social networks. Online-based communities 
can effectively expand people’s social networks and fulfil their needs in social and 
business areas or even fantasy. 
 
Web portals provide personalised access to the ever-expanding online information 
resources. They provide innovative approaches to gather, manage, share and use 
information resources in the information age. Advancing ICTs are changing the way 
people communicate and their community lives. Societies are becoming fragmented but 
social networks are becoming inter-connected. There are more small groups of people 
but they network better with one another. Individual needs and wants are becoming more 
difficult to fulfil by mass-produced goods and services. This phenomenon paves the way 
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for the fast growth of small businesses. 
 
In chapter four, the importance of small businesses and their needs for information 
resources are highlighted. Small businesses have competitive advantages such as 
agility, customer focus, quality performance, integrity and responsibility, innovation and 
low operational costs. In South Africa, small businesses can also be a valuable vehicle 
for better wealth distribution, labour absorption and local development in rural areas. 
 
ICTs give small businesses benefits that they could not have gained before the age of 
the information economy: Improved business efficiency, increased managerial 
competence and the provision of information to increase flexibility and responsiveness to 
the business environment. However, small businesses often suffer from inadequate 
knowledge of ICTs and experience in computerising business processes, lack of 
financial resources, inability to identify information needs, failure to integrate strategic 
and operational practice, reliance on outside information resources and last but not least, 
lack of a formal affordable means to assist small businesses. 
 
Many small business development agencies have been established by public and 
private organisations under the NSBS. However, the strategy is not carried out 
effectively and is regarded as unsuccessful. These small business development 
agencies are established to support small businesses and could be important channels 
for small businesses to obtain business assistances and information services. Owners 
and managers of most small businesses do not even know about such agencies and the 
rate of use is even lower. 
 
In chapter five, the quantitative empirical research was based on small retail businesses 
in the greater Johannesburg metropolitan area. The research results as discussed in 
chapter five revealed important findings that provide a better understanding of the 
information needs and attitudes to disclosing information among small business owners 
and managers. This understanding could provide valuable guidelines in terms of 
designing Web portals addressing the information needs of small businesses in South 
Africa especially for the start-up phase and thereafter to help with sustainability. 
 
The final conclusion that can be drawn from this study is that online community portals 
can to a great extent provide linkages between the stakeholders in small business 
development and thus improve the use of information resources for small businesses in 
South Africa. 
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6.2. Recommendations 
On the basis of the information compiled in the study, the following recommendations are 
made: 
 
It is an appropriate policy for the South African government to promote small businesses. 
The NSBS is also correct in diverting most attention to providing financial resources to 
small businesses. The unsatisfactory results of the NSBS are due to inefficient execution 
of strategy and an ineffective approach to poverty alleviation. A community-centred 
approach is recommended. Therefore community-based small businesses are important 
because they have a direct impact on the needs of local communities. 
 
Internet infrastructure is in place and ICTs are readily available in South Africa. Small 
businesses in South Africa are in fact well connected to the Internet and ready to access 
various information resources (as discussed in section 4.3.2.1). Although their 
adaptation to ICTs is still basic, they are in a favourable position for using more 
advanced ICTs. South African small business owners and managers are also well aware 
of the importance of information resources. Therefore it is recommended that small 
business development agencies should make their authentic and credible information 
resources and services more accessible through the simplest ICT tools and applications 
to cater for a broader audience base. Quality assurance prior to the publication of these 
information resources should also apply. 
 
Web portals can be of great assistance in promoting the use of information resources 
(see table 5.4 interest 2 &3) of small businesses in South Africa in two ways. Firstly, Web 
portals can provide effective communication channels between small businesses and 
various agencies. Efficiency is the key to attract and retain small business owners and 
managers to use small business development agencies. Secondly, Web portals can 
assist small businesses to establish networks among one another or between major 
corporations and small businesses to form business online communities. 
 
The research result of this study indicates that small business owners and managers are 
very interested in networking with one another and the biggest barrier is lack of 
information about industrial or professional organisations. The result also showed that 
traditional media are still the primary source of information to small business owners and 
managers and that younger businesses have adopted ICTs better than older businesses. 
Therefore, it is recommended that stakeholders fin small business development should 
mix online and offline approaches to attract small business owners and managers. 
Existing industrial and professional organisations are also in a very good position to 
initiate their members to participate in business online communities. 
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6.3. Areas for future research 
There is a need for an improved communication channel between various stakeholders 
in small business development. NGOs are usually more efficient and in better touch with 
local communities than government departments. NGOs could play an important role in 
carrying out the government’s strategy in promoting small businesses. Therefore the 
feasibility of using NGOs as execution bodies for small business development policies 
should be studied. 
 
The small businesses visited during the empirical research were limited to the retail 
industry in shopping centres in the greater Johannesburg metropolitan area. Although 
the retail industry is an important indicator of economic activities and Johannesburg is 
the centre for economic activities, a more holistic and in-depth understanding could be 
obtained if the research is extended to other industries in other metropolitan areas in 
South Africa. 
 
A pilot Web portal dedicated to community-based small businesses can be designed to 
provide a platform for linking stakeholders in small business development, including 
government organisations, NGOs, private banks, business consulting firms, academic 
institutes and business owners and managers. The pilot portal should focus on assisting 
entrepreneurs in establishing small businesses in local communities. 
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ADDENDUM 1 
SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
DEPARTMENT OF INFORMATION AND KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
This is to certify that this questionnaire is part of the research done for a Masters dissertation in the 
Department of Information and Knowledge Management at the University of Johannesburg. 
 
ANONYMITY 
As this questionnaire is completed anonymously you and your business’s identity can’t and will not be referred 
to in the dissertation. In addition, the Department of Information and Knowledge Management emphasis that 
all information and results obtained from the questionnaires will be used for the purpose of this study only. 
 
For any queries please feel free to contact the department on 011 559 2183. 
 
Greeting 
Prof C Rensleigh 
Study Leader  
 
 
Dear business owner / manager: 
Knowing how and who to deal with are key factors for success in business. In other word, information and 
networking are critical components for business.  
 
In order to promote the use of information resources amongst small business in South Africa, we would like to 
create a business network for community based businesses in South Africa. This survey is part of the 
research done on how effective online portals can promote the use of business information amongst small 
businesses in South Africa. The survey is intended for a better understanding of South Africa small business’ 
information needs and obstacles in adopting information and communication technologies. 
We thank you for your co-operation and your opinions are important for our research! 
 
QUESTIONNAIRE ON INFORMATION USAGE IN SMALL RETAIL BUSINESSES 
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Questions 1: (Mark ALL applicable options) 
Where is the business 
located? 
Shopping centres 
or CBD 
Residential area 
street shops or 
corner café 
Side walk, trade 
square or flea 
market 
Virtual retailing 
(Online shopping)
1 2 3 4 
 
Question 2: (Select only ONE option/block) 
What type of 
retailer are you? 
Non-specialised 
store 
Non-specialised 
store with food, 
beverage and 
tobacco 
predominating 
Specialised store in 
food, beverage and 
tobacco 
Pharmaceutical and 
medical goods, 
cosmetics and toilet 
articles 
1 2 3 4 
Textile, clothing, 
footwear and leather 
goods 
Household furniture, 
appliances, articles 
and equipment 
Hardware, paints and 
glass 
Second hand goods 
in store 
5 6 7 8 
Repair of personal and 
household goods 
Other retail trade in 
specialised store 
Other retailers (specify): 
 
________________________
9 10 11 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Question 3: (Select only ONE option/block) 
How many years has the 
business been operating? 
Less than 
1 year 
1-3 
years 
3-5 
years 
5-10 
years 
More than 
10 years 
1 2 3 4 5 
 
Question 4: (Select only ONE option/block) 
What is your home 
language? 
English Afrikaans isiZulu Xitsonga isiXhosa Setswane 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
 
Tshivenda siSwati isiNdebele Sepedi Sesotho 
Other (please specify): 
_______________________
7 8 9 10 11 12 
SECTION A: BUSINESS BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION 
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Question 5: (Select only ONE option/block) 
What is your preferred 
language for business 
communication? 
English Afrikaans 
Other (please specify): 
________________________________
1 2 3 
 
Question 6: (Select only ONE option/block) 
What is the average 
annual turnover? 
Less than 
R100,000 
(or < R8,333 per 
month) 
R100,001 to 
R200,000 
(or R8,334 – 
R16,667 per 
month) 
R200,001 to 
R300,000 
(or R16,668 – 
R25,000 per 
month) 
R300,001 to 
R400,000 
(or R25,001 – 
R33,333 per 
month) 
R400,001 to 
R500,000 
(or R33,334 – 
R41,667 per 
month) 
1 2 3 4 5 
R500,001 to  
R1 Million 
(or R41,668 – 
R83,333 per 
month) 
R1 Million to  
R2 Million 
(or R83,334 – 
R166,667 per 
month) 
R2 Million to  
R3 Million 
(or R66,667 – 
R250,000 per 
month) 
More than  
R3 Million 
(or > R250,000 
per month) 
 
6 7 8 9  
 
Question 7: (Select only ONE option/block) 
How many full time 
employees (incl. owner) 
do you have? 
1 - 5 6 - 10 11 - 25 26 – 50 51 – 100 
More than 
100 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
 
Question 8: (Select only ONE option/block) 
How many part time 
employees do you 
have? 
0 1 – 5 6 – 10 11 – 25 26 – 50 51 – 100 
More than 
100 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Question 9: (Select only ONE option/block) 
What type of 
company is it? 
Sole trader Partnership 
C.C. 
(Closed Corporation)
PTY 
(Private Company) 
Not registered
1 2 3 4 5  (See Q9(A)) 
 
Question 9(A): If NOT registered, are you aware of the following: (Select only ONE option/block per 
row) 
You can register a company but do not need to register for VAT 
if your annual turnover is less than R 300,000 
Yes No 
1 2 
A CC do not pay tax on the first R 40 000 of net profit and 
thereafter only 10% up to R100, 000 
Yes No 
1 2 
 
Question 10: (Select only ONE option/block per row) 
What is the importance of the following 
INTERNAL business information to you? 
Very 
Important
Important
Moderately 
Important 
Of Little 
Importance
Not 
Important
Information technologies 
(e.g. company’s network capabilities, speed of 
product introduction, enhance service to 
customers, enhance product features) 
1 2 3 4 5 
Human resource 
(e.g. company’s employee competencies, reward 
systems, commitment to learning, and team 
orientation) 
1 2 3 4 5 
Marketing 
(e.g. company’s share of market, channels of 
distribution, advertising effectiveness, and 
customer satisfaction) 
1 2 3 4 5 
Finance 
(e.g. company’s ability to obtain loans, 
debt-equality relationship, inventory turnover, 
and usefulness of financial reports) 
1 2 3 4 5 
Manufacturing 
(e.g. company’s per unit cost, inventory control, 
flexibility, and quality control) 
1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
SECTION B: BUSINESS INFORMATION AND AGENCIES 
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Question 11: (Select only ONE option/block per row) 
What is the importance of the following 
EXTERNAL business information to you? 
Very 
Important
Important
Moderately 
Important 
Of Little 
Importance
Not 
Important
Economic information 
(e.g. inflation rates, interest rates, trade deficits 
or surplus, budget deficits or surplus, personal 
and business saving rates, gross domestic 
production) 
1 2 3 4 5 
Political and legal information 
(e.g. organisations, interest groups, body of laws 
and regulations) 
1 2 3 4 5 
Ecological or environmental information 
(e.g. environmentalism; product and production 
impact to environment) 
1 2 3 4 5 
Social or society information 
(e.g. social attitudes, cultural values that impact 
on the company’s operation and products) 
1 2 3 4 5 
Globalisation information 
(e.g. global markets, changing global markets, 
important international political events, critical 
cultural and institutional characteristics of 
relevant global markets) 
1 2 3 4 5 
Industrial information 
(e.g. threat of new entrants, bargaining power of 
buyers, bargaining power of suppliers, threats of 
substitute products and services, intensity of 
rivalry among competitors) 
1 2 3 4 5 
 
Question 12: (Select only ONE option/block per row) 
What is the importance of the following source 
of information to you? 
Very 
Important
Important
Moderately 
Important 
Of Little 
Importance
Not 
Important
Newspapers and magazines (printed) 1 2 3 4 5 
Newspapers and magazines (online) 1 2 3 4 5 
Televisions & radio 1 2 3 4 5 
Family and relatives 1 2 3 4 5 
Social groups 1 2 3 4 5 
Professional / industrial guild organisation 1 2 3 4 5 
Other (please specify): 
________________________________________
1 2 3 4 5 
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Question 13: (Mark ALL applicable) 
Which of the following small business development agencies and initiatives are you aware of?
Have you 
made use 
of it? 
Centre for Innovation and Entrepreneurship at a university (e.g. UJ) 1 2 
Business shows/programs on TV or radio (e.g. Enterprise Zone and Vuk ‘Uzenzele) 1 2 
Private business research institutes (e.g. World Wide Worx) 1 2 
Business Partners Mentors in banks (e.g. ABSA, Ned Bank & FNB) 1 2 
Khula Credit Guarantee Scheme 1 2 
SAB Kickstart 1 2 
Anglo-Zimele 1 2 
Shell Live Wire 1 2 
SAMAF (South African Micro-Finance Apex Fund) 1 2 
Khula Enterprise Finance Limited 1 2 
NEF (National Empowerment Fund) 1 2 
SEDA (Small Enterprise Development Agency) 1 2 
GEP (Gauteng Enterprise Propeller) 1 2 
UYF (Umsobomvu Youth Fund) 1 2 
SABTIA (South African Business and Technology Incubation Association) 1 2 
NPI (National Productivity Institute) 1 2 
TEP (Tourism Enterprise Programme) 1 2 
EPWP (Extended Public Works Programmes) 1 2 
SAWEN (South African Women Enterpreneurs’ Network) 1 2 
TWIB (Technology for Women in Business) 1 2 
SETA (Sector Education and Training Authorities) 1 2 
Sizanani advisory service 1 2 
CSDF (Small Business Development Forum) 1 2 
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Question 14: (Mark ALL the applicable) 
Which of the following areas would you like to have more information on? 
Access to finance 1 
Business development services 1 
Youth enterprise development 1 
Support for women owned enterprises 1 
Incubation and technology acquisition and transfer services 1 
Productivity enhancement measures 1 
Sector focused support measures 1 
Skills development measures 1 
Fostering business start-up 1 
Facilitating linkages between small and large enterprises 1 
Entrepreneurship and small business research 1 
Start-up and small business support 1 
Other (please specify): 
_________________________________________________________________________________
1 
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Question 15: (Mark ALL applicable) 
Indicate your usage of the following communication technologies? Currently In future 
Telephone (land line) 1 2 
Telephone (cell phone) 1 2 
Fax machine 1 2 
Postal services 1 2 
E-mail 1 2 
Other (please specify): 
____________________________________________________________________ 
1 2 
 
Question 16: (Select only ONE option/block per row) 
How often do you use the Web: 
More than 
once a day
At least 
once a day
At least 
once a 
week 
At least 
once a 
month 
At least 
once every 
six months
Less than 
once a 
year / 
Never 
From home 1 2 3 4 5 6 
From work 1 2 3 4 5 6 
On the move (e.g. wireless Internet) 1 2 3 4 5 6 
From Internet café 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Other (please specify): 
____________________________ 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
 
Question 17: (Select only ONE option/block per row) 
For each of the following activities 
which option best describes your 
PERSONAL Web usage? 
More than 
once a day
At least 
once a day
At least 
once a 
week 
At least 
once a 
month 
At least 
once every 
six months
Less than 
once a 
year / 
Never 
Social interactions 
(e.g. chatting with friends) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Entertainment 
(e.g. movie, music, games) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Sports 
(e.g. statistics, results, schedules) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
 
 
 
SECTION C: INFORMATION COMMUNICATION TECNOLOGIES USAGE 
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Question 18: (Select only ONE option/block per row) 
For each of the following activities, 
which option best describes your 
BUSINESS Web usage? 
More than 
once a day
At least 
once a 
day 
At least 
once a 
week 
At least 
once a 
month 
At least 
once every 
six months
Less than 
once a 
year / 
Never 
Conducting e-commerce/business  
(e.g. Internet banking or online shopping)
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Conducting information searches 
(e.g. Google) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Downloading recreational material 
(e.g. movies, music, games) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Using e-mail facilities 
(e.g. Hotmail, G-mail) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Electronic newspapers & magazines 
(e.g. CNN, BBC online) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Chat rooms and social networking 
(e.g. Face book) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Business networking 
(e.g. professional associations) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
 
Question 19: (Select only ONE option/block per row) 
For each of the following Web 
tools, which option best describes 
your BUSINESS Web usage? 
More 
than 
once a 
day 
At least 
once a 
day 
At least 
once a 
week 
At least 
once a 
month 
At least 
once 
every six 
months 
Less 
than 
once a 
year / 
Never 
Do not 
know of 
it 
SMS (Short Message Service) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
MMS(Multi Media message Service) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Instant messengers(e.g. MXit, MSN) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
E-mail 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Chat rooms 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Newsgroups 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Message board 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
VoIP (Voice over Internet Protocol) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Podcasting (share of iPod files) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Blogging 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
RSS (Real Simple Syndication) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Wikis 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Question 20: (Select only ONE option/block per row) 
To what extend would you discuss 
shared interests with other business 
owners / managers pertaining to  
each of the following: 
To no extent
To a small 
extent 
To a 
moderate 
extent 
To a large 
extent 
To a very 
large extent
Products 1 2 3 4 5 
Suppliers 1 2 3 4 5 
Importing / Exporting 1 2 3 4 5 
Customers 1 2 3 4 5 
Sales figures 1 2 3 4 5 
Marketing / Promotion 1 2 3 4 5 
Finance 1 2 3 4 5 
Economic indicators 1 2 3 4 5 
Political issues 1 2 3 4 5 
Legal issues 1 2 3 4 5 
Social issues 1 2 3 4 5 
Globalisation 1 2 3 4 5 
Other (please specify): 
_______________________________ 
1 2 3 4 5 
 
Question 21: (Select only ONE option/block per row) 
If being approached, would you like to interact / network with: Yes No 
Other small businesses for collective business activities 
(e.g. promotions, marketing, employee training, office procurement) 
1 2 
Potential customers 1 2 
Potential suppliers 1 2 
Other retail businesses that sell different products to yours 1 2 
Other retail businesses that sell same / similar products to yours 1 2 
Other businesses that are NOT in the retail industry 
(e.g. tourism, legal, business consultant, banking) 
1 2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SECTION D: COMMUNITY AND PORTAL ACTIVITIES 
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Question 22: (Select only ONE option/block) 
Do you belong to a professional guild or industrial association? 
Yes No 
1 2 (See Q22(A))  
If YES, please specify: 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________
 
Question 22(A): (Select ALL applicable) 
What are the reasons for not joining such organisations?  
These organisations do not offer any value to my business 1 
These organisations are not efficient 1 
I had a bad experience with such professional organisations 1 
I don’t want to know other business owners / managers  1 
I don’t know any organisation in my profession / industry  1 
I don’t want to share my business information 1 
 Other (please specify): 
________________________________________________________________________________
1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 THANK YOU FOR YOUR SUPPORT!! 
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ADDENDUM 2 
STATISTICAL FREQUENCIES ANALYSIS 
Group Number
 
  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid 
CBD 30 20.0 20.0 20.0 
East Rand 30 20.0 20.0 40.0 
North Rand 30 20.0 20.0 60.0 
South Suburbs 30 20.0 20.0 80.0 
Western Suburbs 30 20.0 20.0 100.0 
Total 150 100.0 100.0  
Section A: Business Biographical Information 
1. Where is the business located?  
 
 
Not marked Marked Total
Count % Count % Count %
Shopping centres or CBD 3 2.0% 147 98.0% 150 100.0%
Residential area, street shops or corner cafe 147 98.0% 3 2.0% 150 100.0%
Side walk, trade square or flea market 149 99.3% 1 .7% 150 100.0%
Virtual retailing (Online shipping) 150 100.0%   150 100.0%
 
2. What type of retailer are you?
 
  Frequency Percent
Valid 
Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 
Valid 
Non specialised store 8 5.3 5.3 5.3
Non specialised store with food, beverage 
and tobacco predominating 7 4.7 4.7 10.0
Specialised store in food, beverage and 
tobacco 15 10.0 10.0 20.0
Pharmaceutical and medical goods, 
cosmetics and toilets articles 8 5.3 5.3 25.3
Textile, clothing, footwear and leather 
goods 58 38.7 38.7 64.0
Household furniture, appliances, articles 
and equipment 11 7.3 7.3 71.3
Hardware, plants and glass 2 1.3 1.3 72.7
Second hand goods 3 2.0 2.0 74.7
Repair of personal and household goods 3 2.0 2.0 76.7
Other retail trade in specialised store 20 13.3 13.3 90.0
Other retailers 15 10.0 10.0 100.0
Total 150 100.0 100.0  
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3. How many years has the business been operating?  
 
  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Valid 
Less than 1 year 7 4.7 4.8 4.8
1 - 3 years 31 20.7 21.1 25.9
3 - 5 years 19 12.7 12.9 38.8
5 - 10 years 28 18.7 19.0 57.8
More than 10 years 62 41.3 42.2 100.0
Total 147 98.0 100.0
Missing System 3 2.0   
Total 150 100.0   
 
 
 
 
4. What is your home language?
 
  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid 
English 75 50.0 50.0 50.0 
Afrikaans 14 9.3 9.3 59.3 
Zulu 16 10.7 10.7 70.0 
Tsonga 5 3.3 3.3 73.3 
Xhosa 5 3.3 3.3 76.7 
Tswana 3 2.0 2.0 78.7 
Ndebele 2 1.3 1.3 80.0 
Sepedi 1 .7 .7 80.7 
Sotho 10 6.7 6.7 87.3 
Other 19 12.7 12.7 100.0 
Total 150 100.0 100.0  
 
 
 
 
5. What is your preferred language for business communication?  
 
  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid 
English 147 98.0 98.0 98.0 
Afrikaans 3 2.0 2.0 100.0 
Total 150 100.0 100.0  
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6. What is the average annual turnover?
 
  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Valid 
Less than R100 000 13 8.7 9.3 9.3
R100 001 to R200 000 8 5.3 5.7 15.0
R200 001 to R300 000 10 6.7 7.1 22.1
R300 001 to R400 000 11 7.3 7.9 30.0
R400 001 to R500 000 18 12.0 12.9 42.9
R500 001 to R1 Million 21 14.0 15.0 57.9
R1 Million to R2 Million 12 8.0 8.6 66.4
R2 Million to R3 Million 18 12.0 12.9 79.3
More than R3 Million 29 19.3 20.7 100.0
Total 140 93.3 100.0  
Missing System 10 6.7   
Total 150 100.0   
 
 
 
7. How many full time employees (incl. owner) do you have?  
 
  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid 
1 - 5 94 62.7 62.7 62.7 
6 - 10 41 27.3 27.3 90.0 
11 - 25 9 6.0 6.0 96.0 
26 - 50 4 2.7 2.7 98.7 
More than 100 2 1.3 1.3 100.0 
Total 150 100.0 100.0  
 
 
 
 
8. How many part time employees do you have?
 
  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid 
0 81 54.0 54.7 54.7 
1 - 5 53 35.3 35.8 90.5 
6 - 10 9 6.0 6.1 96.6 
11 - 25 5 3.3 3.4 100.0 
Total 148 98.7 100.0  
Missing System 2 1.3   
Total 150 100.0
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Section B: Business Information and Agencies 
9. What type of company is it?
 
  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Valid 
Sole trader 37 24.7 24.7 24.7
Partnership 12 8.0 8.0 32.7
Closed Corporation (C.C.) 63 42.0 42.0 74.7
Private Company (PTY) 38 25.3 25.3 100.0
Total 150 100.0 100.0  
 
 
 
10. What is the importance of the following INTERNAL business information to you?
 
  
Very 
Important Important 
Moderately 
Important 
Of little 
importance 
Not 
Important Total
Information 
technologies 
Count 70 41 18 6 14 149
% 47.0% 27.5% 12.1% 4.0% 9.4% 100.0%
Human resource 
Count 68 49 19 6 8 150
% 45.3% 32.7% 12.7% 4.0% 5.3% 100.0%
Marketing 
Count 89 36 16 5 4 150
% 59.3% 24.0% 10.7% 3.3% 2.7% 100.0%
Finance 
Count 88 38 11 5 6 148
% 59.5% 25.7% 7.4% 3.4% 4.1% 100.0%
Manufacturing 
Count 76 40 16 5 8 145
% 52.4% 27.6% 11.0% 3.4% 5.5% 100.0%
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11. What is the importance of the following EXTERNAL business information to you?
 
  
Very 
Important Important
Moderately 
Important 
Of little 
importance 
Not 
Important Total 
Economic 
information 
Count 81 48 13 3 3 148
% 54.7% 32.4% 8.8% 2.0% 2.0% 100.0%
Political and 
legal 
information 
Count 35 41 27 18 27 148
% 23.6% 27.7% 18.2% 12.2% 18.2% 100.0%
Ecological or 
Environmental 
information 
Count 33 39 28 17 29 146
% 22.6% 26.7% 19.2% 11.6% 19.9% 100.0%
Social or 
society 
information 
Count 47 50 26 7 17 147
% 32.0% 34.0% 17.7% 4.8% 11.6% 100.0%
Globalisation 
information 
Count 41 37 25 10 36 149
% 27.5% 24.8% 16.8% 6.7% 24.2% 100.0%
Industrial 
information 
Count 65 48 21 3 10 147
% 44.2% 32.7% 14.3% 2.0% 6.8% 100.0%
 
 
12. What is the importance of the following source of information to you?  
 
  
Very 
Important Important
Moderately 
Important 
Of little 
importance 
Not 
Important Total 
Newspapers and 
magazines 
(Printed) 
Count 79 37 21 6 4 147
% 53.7% 25.2% 14.3% 4.1% 2.7% 100.0%
Newspapers and 
magazines 
(online) 
Count 39 31 25 20 29 144
% 27.1% 21.5% 17.4% 13.9% 20.1% 100.0%
Television and 
radio 
Count 83 31 20 9 5 148
% 56.1% 20.9% 13.5% 6.1% 3.4% 100.0%
Family and 
relatives 
Count 35 51 31 19 9 145
% 24.1% 35.2% 21.4% 13.1% 6.2% 100.0%
Social groups 
Count 34 59 27 16 9 145
% 23.4% 40.7% 18.6% 11.0% 6.2% 100.0%
Professional/ 
Industrial guide 
organisation 
Count 28 42 29 13 33 145
% 19.3% 29.0% 20.0% 9.0% 22.8% 100.0%
Other 
Count 4 3 2 1 1 11
% 36.4% 27.3% 18.2% 9.1% 9.1% 100.0%
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13. Which of the following small business development agencies and initiatives are you aware of?  
 
 
Not marked Marked Total
Count % Count % Count %
Centre for innovation and Entrepreneurship at a university 115 76.7% 35 23.3% 150 100.0%
Business shows/programs on TV or radio 110 73.3% 40 26.7% 150 100.0%
Private business research institutes 133 88.7% 17 11.3% 150 100.0%
Business Partners Mentors in banks 75 50.0% 75 50.0% 150 100.0%
Khula Credit Guarantee Scheme 135 90.0% 15 10.0% 150 100.0%
SAB Kick-start 137 91.3% 13 8.7% 150 100.0%
Anglo-Zimele 140 93.3% 10 6.7% 150 100.0%
Shell live wire 137 91.3% 13 8.7% 150 100.0%
SAMAF (South African Micro Finance Apex Fund) 139 92.7% 11 7.3% 150 100.0%
Khula Enterprise Finance Limited 133 88.7% 17 11.3% 150 100.0%
NEF (National Empowerment Fund) 131 87.3% 19 12.7% 150 100.0%
SEDA (Small Business Development Agency) 127 84.7% 23 15.3% 150 100.0%
GED (Gauteng Enterprise Propeller) 140 93.3% 10 6.7% 150 100.0%
UYF (Unsobomvu Youth Fund) 131 87.3% 19 12.7% 150 100.0%
SABTIA (South African Business and Technology 
Incubation Association) 136 90.7% 14 9.3% 150 100.0%
NPI (National Productivity Institute) 141 94.0% 9 6.0% 150 100.0%
TEP (Tourism Enterprise Programmes) 133 88.7% 17 11.3% 150 100.0%
EPWP (Extended Public Works Programmes) 142 94.7% 8 5.3% 150 100.0%
SAWEN (South African Women Entrepreneurs'' Network) 139 92.7% 11 7.3% 150 100.0%
TWIB (Technology for Women in Business) 139 92.7% 11 7.3% 150 100.0%
SETA (Sector Education and Training Authorities 132 88.0% 18 12.0% 150 100.0%
Sizanani advisory service 139 92.7% 11 7.3% 150 100.0%
CSDF (Small Business Development Forum) 133 88.7% 17 11.3% 150 100.0%
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14. Which of the following areas would you like to have more information on?  
 
 
Not marked Marked Total
Count % Count % Count %
Access to finance 67 44.7% 83 55.3% 150 100.0%
Business development services 81 54.0% 69 46.0% 150 100.0%
Youth enterprise development 113 75.3% 37 24.7% 150 100.0%
Support for women owned enterprises 109 72.7% 41 27.3% 150 100.0%
Incubation and technology acquisition and transfer services 131 87.3% 19 12.7% 150 100.0%
Productivity enhancement measures 105 70.0% 45 30.0% 150 100.0%
Sector focused support measures 129 86.0% 21 14.0% 150 100.0%
Skills development measures 83 55.3% 67 44.7% 150 100.0%
Fostering business start up 118 78.7% 32 21.3% 150 100.0%
Facilitating linkages between small and large enterprises 121 80.7% 29 19.3% 150 100.0%
Entrepreneurship and small business research 110 73.3% 40 26.7% 150 100.0%
Start up and small business support 101 67.3% 49 32.7% 150 100.0%
Other 146 97.3% 4 2.7% 150 100.0%
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Section C: Information and Communication Technologies Usage 
 
15. Indicate your usage of the following communication technologies? (Currently)
 
 
Not marked Marked Total 
Count % Count % Count % 
Telephone (Landline) 2 1.4% 144 98.6% 146 100.0%
Telephone (Cell phone) 12 8.7% 126 91.3% 138 100.0%
Fax Machine 5 3.8% 128 96.2% 133 100.0%
Postal Services 31 26.7% 85 73.3% 116 100.0%
Email 25 18.7% 109 81.3% 134 100.0%
Other 2 28.6% 5 71.4% 7 100.0%
 
15. Indicate your usage of the following communication technologies? 
(In future)  
 
 
Not marked Marked Total 
Count % Count % Count % 
Telephone (Landline) 135 92.5% 11 7.5% 146 100.0% 
Telephone (Cell phone) 118 85.5% 20 14.5% 138 100.0% 
Fax Machine 122 91.7% 11 8.3% 133 100.0% 
Postal Services 82 70.7% 34 29.3% 116 100.0% 
Email 100 74.6% 34 25.4% 134 100.0% 
Other 6 85.7% 1 14.3% 7 100.0% 
 
 
 
 
16. How often do you use the web?
 
  
More 
than 
once a 
day 
At least 
once a 
day 
At least 
once a 
week 
At least 
once a 
month 
At least once 
every six 
months 
Less than 
once a 
year/ never
Total 
From 
Home 
Count 27 33 32 8 4 37 141
% 19.1% 23.4% 22.7% 5.7% 2.8% 26.2% 100.0%
From 
Work 
Count 40 35 11 3 1 46 136
% 29.4% 25.7% 8.1% 2.2% .7% 33.8% 100.0%
On the 
Move 
Count 17 9 19 7 3 73 128
% 13.3% 7.0% 14.8% 5.5% 2.3% 57.0% 100.0%
From 
Internet 
cafe 
Count 2 4 10 12 7 94 129
% 1.6% 3.1% 7.8% 9.3% 5.4% 72.9% 100.0%
Other 
Count 1  1 1 1 7 11
% 9.1%  9.1% 9.1% 9.1% 63.6% 100.0%
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17. For each of the following activities, which option best describes your PERSONAL web usage?
 
  
More 
than 
once a 
day 
At least 
once a 
day 
At least 
once a 
week 
At least 
once a 
month 
At least 
once every 
six months 
Less than 
once a 
year/ 
never 
Total 
Social 
Interaction 
Count 29 27 37 8 3 38 142
% 20.4% 19.0% 26.1% 5.6% 2.1% 26.8% 100.0%
Entertainment 
Count 20 23 23 18 7 46 137
% 14.6% 16.8% 16.8% 13.1% 5.1% 33.6% 100.0%
Sports 
Count 10 22 17 17 4 66 136
% 7.4% 16.2% 12.5% 12.5% 2.9% 48.5% 100.0%
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
18. For each of the following activities, which option best describes your BUSINESS web usage?
 
  
More 
than 
once a 
day 
At least 
once a 
day 
At least 
once a 
week 
At least 
once a 
month 
At least 
once every 
six months 
Less than 
once a 
year/ 
never 
Total 
Conducting 
ecommerce/ 
business 
Count 24 23 16 9 7 58 137
% 17.5% 16.8% 11.7% 6.6% 5.1% 42.3% 100.0%
Conducting 
information 
searches 
Count 23 21 29 13 6 50 142
% 16.2% 14.8% 20.4% 9.2% 4.2% 35.2% 100.0%
Downloading 
recreational 
material 
Count 10 5 15 20 9 76 135
% 7.4% 3.7% 11.1% 14.8% 6.7% 56.3% 100.0%
Using email 
facilities 
Count 43 29 19 6 2 40 139
% 30.9% 20.9% 13.7% 4.3% 1.4% 28.8% 100.0%
Electronic 
newspaper and 
magazines 
Count 17 14 24 11 6 63 135
% 12.6% 10.4% 17.8% 8.1% 4.4% 46.7% 100.0%
Chat rooms and 
social 
networking 
Count 13 10 13 7 5 85 133
% 9.8% 7.5% 9.8% 5.3% 3.8% 63.9% 100.0%
Business 
Networking 
Count 20 17 17 10 5 66 135
% 14.8% 12.6% 12.6% 7.4% 3.7% 48.9% 100.0%
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19. For each of the following Web tools, which option best describes your BUSINESS web usage?
 
  
More 
than 
once a 
day 
At least 
once a 
day 
At least 
once a 
week 
At least 
once a 
month 
At least 
once every 
six months
Less 
than 
once a 
year/ 
never 
Do not 
know 
of it 
Total 
SMS (Short 
Message 
Service) 
Count 36 26 12 16 5 38 7 140
% 25.7% 18.6% 8.6% 11.4% 3.6% 27.1% 5.0% 100.0%
MMS (Multi 
Media Service) 
Count 7 8 11 16 5 68 19 134
% 5.2% 6.0% 8.2% 11.9% 3.7% 50.7% 14.2% 100.0%
Instant 
messenger 
Count 16 3 11 10 3 64 24 131
% 12.2% 2.3% 8.4% 7.6% 2.3% 48.9% 18.3% 100.0%
Email 
Count 48 28 19 4 2 32 9 142
% 33.8% 19.7% 13.4% 2.8% 1.4% 22.5% 6.3% 100.0%
Chat rooms 
Count 10 7 4 10 5 67 26 129
% 7.8% 5.4% 3.1% 7.8% 3.9% 51.9% 20.2% 100.0%
Newsgroups 
Count 7 6 9 8 8 46 46 130
% 5.4% 4.6% 6.9% 6.2% 6.2% 35.4% 35.4% 100.0%
Message board 
Count 8 2 4 7 2 45 63 131
% 6.1% 1.5% 3.1% 5.3% 1.5% 34.4% 48.1% 100.0%
VoIP (Voice 
over Internet 
Protocol) 
Count 5 2 6 7 3 35 71 129
% 3.9% 1.6% 4.7% 5.4% 2.3% 27.1% 55.0% 100.0%
Podcasting 
Count 3 2 2 4 5 39 72 127
% 2.4% 1.6% 1.6% 3.1% 3.9% 30.7% 56.7% 100.0%
blogging 
Count 1 1 4 5 4 39 74 128
% .8% .8% 3.1% 3.9% 3.1% 30.5% 57.8% 100.0%
RSS (Real 
Simple 
Syndication) 
Count 1  1 2 2 32 89 127
% .8%  .8% 1.6% 1.6% 25.2% 70.1% 100.0%
Wikis 
Count 1  2 4  28 92 127
% .8%  1.6% 3.1%  22.0% 72.4% 100.0%
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Section D: Community and Portal Activities 
20. To what extent would you discuss shared interests with other business owners / managers 
pertaining to each of the following:  
 
  
To no 
extent 
To a small 
extent 
To a moderate 
extent 
To a large 
extent 
To a very 
large extent Total 
Products 
Count 33 39 36 22 16 146
% 22.6% 26.7% 24.7% 15.1% 11.0% 100.0%
Suppliers 
Count 44 33 29 24 14 144
% 30.6% 22.9% 20.1% 16.7% 9.7% 100.0%
Importing/ 
Exporting 
Count 46 35 36 15 12 144
% 31.9% 24.3% 25.0% 10.4% 8.3% 100.0%
Customers 
Count 38 38 38 12 19 145
% 26.2% 26.2% 26.2% 8.3% 13.1% 100.0%
Sales Figures 
Count 94 14 17 3 15 143
% 65.7% 9.8% 11.9% 2.1% 10.5% 100.0%
Marketing/ 
Promotion 
Count 40 33 32 16 22 143
% 28.0% 23.1% 22.4% 11.2% 15.4% 100.0%
Finance 
Count 89 20 15 8 11 143
% 62.2% 14.0% 10.5% 5.6% 7.7% 100.0%
Economic 
indicators 
Count 38 30 39 20 15 142
% 26.8% 21.1% 27.5% 14.1% 10.6% 100.0%
Political issues 
Count 42 31 41 10 15 139
% 30.2% 22.3% 29.5% 7.2% 10.8% 100.0%
Legal issues 
Count 45 34 39 13 11 142
% 31.7% 23.9% 27.5% 9.2% 7.7% 100.0%
Social issues 
Count 44 25 40 20 12 141
% 31.2% 17.7% 28.4% 14.2% 8.5% 100.0%
Globalisation 
Count 47 26 34 12 19 138
% 34.1% 18.8% 24.6% 8.7% 13.8% 100.0%
Other 
Count 5 4 4 1 1 15
% 33.3% 26.7% 26.7% 6.7% 6.7% 100.0%
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21. If being approached, would you like to interact / network with:  
 
 
Yes No Total
Count % Count % Count %
Other small businesses for collective business 
activities 97 67.4% 47 32.6% 144 100.0%
Potential customers 140 95.2% 7 4.8% 147 100.0%
Potential suppliers 132 91.0% 13 9.0% 145 100.0%
Other retail businesses that sell different products to 
yours 95 65.1% 51 34.9% 146 100.0%
Other retail businesses that sell same/similar 
products to yours 81 57.0% 61 43.0% 142 100.0%
Other businesses that are not in the retail industry 67 48.9% 70 51.1% 137 100.0%
 
 
22. Do you belong to a professional guild or industrial association?  
 
  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid 
Yes 21 14.0 14.9 14.9 
No 120 80.0 85.1 100.0 
Total 141 94.0 100.0  
Missing System 9 6.0   
Total 150 100.0
 
 
 
22(A). What are the reasons for not joining such organisations?  
 
 
Not marked Marked Total
Count % Count % Count %
These organisations do not offer any value to my 
business 67 60.9% 43 39.1% 110 100.0%
These organisations are not efficient 93 84.5% 17 15.5% 110 100.0%
I had a bad experience with such professional 
organisations 95 86.4% 15 13.6% 110 100.0%
I don't want to know other business 
owners/managers 101 91.8% 9 8.2% 110 100.0%
I don't know any organisation in my 
profession/industry 66 60.0% 44 40.0% 110 100.0%
I don't want to share my business information 74 67.3% 36 32.7% 110 100.0%
Other 104 94.5% 6 5.5% 110 100.0%
 
